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 Abstract 
 
This thesis looks at the relationship between Cameroonian protest musicians and the Cameroonian 
State. The timespan of this inquiry is from 2000 until 2017. This work analyses three actors with an 
emphasis on the development of internet, hip hop as a music genre, Cameroon’s political situation 
and the government’s cultural politics. Karin Barber’s theory on African cultural politics and Patrick 
Chabal’s ideas on agency in Africa define the theoretical framework of this thesis. The author of this 
research has interviewed a cultural protest specialist and two of the three actors during a research 
trip in Cameroon in May 2018.  
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 1 
Introduction 
 
“Internet saved my life man” said General Valsero, a Cameroonian protest rapper during an interview 
I took in May 2018. “Because of the digitalisation we as engaged artists can use the free online world 
to share our music”. 
 
We talked about how his regime menaced protest rappers in Cameroon, a country led by 83-year-old 
President Paul Biya, who has been in office since 1982. His seemingly never-ending office resembles 
dictatorship. Valsero explained that if it was not for internet and all its advantages, he would have 
been imprisoned, like his predecessors. 
 Rap music and the hip hop genre in general have always been part and instrumental in 
protest movements over the world. Also in the recent history of African youth movements the role of 
music and especially hip-hop, has been prominent. For instance, the movement ‘Y-en-a-marre’ in 
Senegal that managed to send away their president in 2012, was led by hip hop artists. They 
organised enormous demonstrations. Another example is the movement ‘Le Balaie Citoyen’ in 
Burkina Faso that toppled President Blaise Compaoré in 2014 and was amongst others led by hip hop 
artists.  
 In this thesis I try to understand how hip hop artists in Cameroon relate to the oppressive 
State and how this has changed over time. In Cameroon so far there has not been such a movement 
like in Senegal or Burkina Faso, but will this be a possibility in the future? And can the changing role 
between artists and the state play a role in this? In this story I give special attention to two important 
issues. The first is internet and the way it has interfered in the relations between the artists and the 
state: as Branch and Mampilly stated in their Africa uprising: popular protest and political change 
that: ‘the third wave of youth movements were instigated by internet’.1 Discussions about the effect 
of the Arabic spring on sub-Saharan Africa indicate that the role of internet is important but that its 
effects are not completely clear, especially not when we discuss the way it democratises the political 
environment. 2 The second is hip hop, a musical genre which developed in the African diaspora in 
New York in the 1970s. African Americans were discriminated and lived segregated in ghettos under 
difficult conditions surrounded by poverty and violence. Hip hop gave these African Americans a 
voice. Dipannita Basu, Sidney J. Lemelle and Robin D. G. Kelley wrote in The Vinyl Ain’t Final: Hip Hop 
                                                             
1 A. Branch, Z. Mampilly, Africa uprising: popular protest and political change (London 2015). 
2 L. Herrera, ‘Youth and Citizenship in the Digital Age: A View from Egypt’, in: Harvard Educational 
Review, Vol. 82, No. 3 (September 2012), pp. 333-352, 333.  
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and the Globalization of Black Popular Culture how this hip hop culture became a popular genre 
around the globe.3  
 To be able to analyse this relationship between the Cameroonian government and engaged 
musicians, I need to asses detailed biographies of engaged artists. To grasp the history of the process, 
or the changing treatment of engaged artists overtime, I decided to follow the itineraries of three 
artists: one older and one younger than Valsero. In situating their biographies in the political context 
of Cameroon I try to unravel the relationship with the state.  Lapiro de Mbanga, a very popular 
Cameroonian politically engaged musician who became popular in the 1980s and Xzafrane, a modern 
engaged rapper, are the other actors I analyse. I went online and searched for one artist who was 
famous before 2008, before the internet made its way in Cameroon’s society and another engaged 
artist who represented the contemporary Cameroonian music scene. One of the most famous 
popular artists of Cameroon was Lapiro de Mbanga, an iconic artist who released various protest 
songs. One of these songs is 2008 “Constitution Constipée”, a gigantic attack towards Biya’s bureau, 
Lapiro believed that President Paul Biya’s constitution was constipated. This song led to his 
imprisonment in the New Bell prison in Douala in 2008. Lapiro de Mbanga was representative of the 
relationship between protest rappers and the Cameroonian government before 2008, since this was 
the year where he was imprisoned and also the year where Valsero became relatively famous. 
Valsero’s “Lettre au President” became a very popular song in 2008, a year filled with protests and a 
lot of violence to halt these riots. I found Xzafrane via YouTube’s suggested videos. His song 
“Nouveaux President” was an evident attack towards Paul Biya. He was a young rapper making 
modern hip hop. “Nouveaux President” was released in 2017, only a few years after he had started 
making rap music.  
 These three artists represent three different time lapses and by analysing them, an image of 
the relationship between the government and protest rappers can be created. Lapiro de Mbanga was 
imprisoned in 2008. Valsero claimed that he was menaced and Xzafrane explained that he was not 
directly threatened by the government. This is proof that from Lapiro de Mbanga to finally Xzafrane a 
certain change in the treatment of politically engaged artists exists. Perhaps the internet has had a 
major influence on this relationship like Valsero explains, but I want to know why the relationship 
between protest rappers and the Cameroonian government changed in the period of 2000 until 2017. 
In order to answer this question, I must examine these three musicians and explain their biography 
and analyse one song from each actor. The context of this chronological story about three actors is 
given within the framework of hip hop and online development. One might wonder if it is possible to 
give Lapiro de Mbanga’s music a hip hop label. He did not make hip hop, but he did sing very fast and 
                                                             
3 D. Basu, Sidney J. Lemelle, R.D.G. Kelley, The Vinyl Ain’t Final: Hip hop and the Globalization of Black 
Popular Culture (2006).  
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some even say that he rapped. Hip hop was not a known music genre in Cameroon when de Mbanga 
started his musical career in the 1980s, but de Mbanga’s activist music is no different in energy, beat 
per minute, percussion, and message than Valsero’s or Xzafrane’s music. One scholar from the Africa 
Research Bulletin refers to de Mbanga saying he had a “quasi-rapping style”.4 Valsero and Xzafrane 
are definitely hip hop rappers and in order to understand their music we need to draw attention to 
hip hop. Finally, to understand how the government’s relationship with engaged musicians looked 
like, we must focus on the Cameroonian government. Therefore, when the lives of the actors are 
discussed in their biographies, the political situation and cultural politics are intertwined in their 
stories. 
 The analysis is based on two main topics: popular culture and its political side, and political 
agency. Karin Barber fellow of the British Academy and Emeritus Professor of African Cultural 
Anthropology at the University of Birmingham has important theories on African popular protest 
with anthems. She was appointed CBE in 2012 for services to African studies. She is the author of a 
number of books and articles on African popular culture. She wrote A History of African Popular 
Culture.5 This book explains how resistance often was expressed through music or art. The roots of 
cultural protest lie in economic grievance, whereas colonisers had to deal with unhappy laborers 
when working conditions got even worse than they were. Barber states that virtually every popular 
uprising was featured by a song: 
 
 
“Songs were a feature of virtually every popular uprising. Song mobilised 
and inspired people to action, they drove home the key messages. As a 
participatory genre, they unified people emotionally; as an oral genre, they 
lent themselves to rapid response on the frontiers of social change; and as a 
poetic and musical genre, they were vitally memorable, meaning they could 
spread rapidly across a population and live on in people’s minds for decades 
after the event.”6   
 
  
Popular protests originate from the colonial infrastructural projects. Men that built roads, railways 
and docks, suffered from taxation and bad pay. These were two important triggers for popular 
                                                             
4 ‘Lapiro de Mbanga’, Africa Research Bulletin, 2014. 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-825X.2014.05636.x 
5 K. Barber, A History of African Popular Culture (Cambridge University Press 2018).   
6 Ibidem, 101.  
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protest, writes Barber. Organised labour strikes had put a lot of pressure on ruling colonial powers. 
Between the First World War and the Second World War many protests in Northern Rhodesia, South 
Africa, French West Africa, Nigeria, The Gold Coast and Kenia catalysed the decolonisation process 
says Barber. 7 These organised labour strikes had a domino effect on laborers and later also 
influenced other societal issues. These labour strikes motivated many subordinated groups to 
mobilise and start protests. 8  
 Political agency is a concept that was introduced in a seminal work of Patrick Chabal: Africa: 
The Politics of Suffering and Smiling.9 “Agency is usually understood as directed, meaningful, 
intentional and self-reflective social action” that he then applies to political domain. 10  Chabal was a 
renowned Africanist who worked at King’s College London as chair of the African History and Politics 
Department. “Agency is in this way the link between democracy and the market, both of which 
privilege an analysis of society in terms on the empowered individual endowed with social, political, 
and economic rights”.11 Chabal writes furthermore that Africans have used the “discourse and 
instruments of democracy to force greater accountability on their governors”.12 This is interesting 
because this is when Karin Barber comes in with her theory on cultural resistance. Her theory 
opposes the thought that Africans have used democratic instruments, because like in Cameroon’s 
case, some African countries are not democratic at all. Protests are in itself a result of the lack of 
accountability and an instrument that could help Africans to force anything from oppressive regimes 
would be a guitar or piano.  
 Hence, in this thesis I try to understand the political agency of Cameroonian hip hop artists as 
part of popular culture in the context of their oppressive government, internet access and music 
genre as a form of resistance or simply a form of art. I try to answer this question by a review of 
literature, a research on internet, interviews and observations in Cameroon, and my interaction as a 
musician with Xzafrane and Valsero, during a two weeks stay in Cameroon from May 5th till May 29th 
2018. In the following I will first discuss the setting of the research, engaged music in Cameroon, the 
setting of my stay and how internet is part of the research field. I then present the three stories of 
my main informants. Their stories are thus intertwined with the development of hip hop music, the 
                                                             
7 K. Barber, A History of African Popular Culture, 103.  
8 Ibidem, 103-104.  
9 P. Chabal, The Politics of Suffering and Smiling (London 2009).  
10 Agency is in an important part of this thesis whereas three actors are analysed, it is necessary to 
understand what they have done as engaged artists. It was only until the 1960s that social action 
became dependent on its structure. Change a person could make was subordinated by the structure 
that person was in. After the decline of communism in 1989 room was made to look at the strong 
individualistic character of liberal democracy and economic change., P. Chabal, The Politics of 
Suffering and Smiling, 7.   
11 P. Chabal, The Politics of Suffering and Smiling, 9.  
12 Ibidem, 9. 
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internet and Cameroon’s political situation or cultural politics. It is important to understand texts and 
choices of words of these artists. I cannot present their whole oeuvre in this thesis, but as an 
example I will analyse one song text of each of them. Finally, I try to answer my query in the 
conclusion. 
  
 
Finding Cameroon’s music scene  
 
 
After I had found Valsero who was tipped to me by my thesis supervisor Mirjam de Bruijn I started 
my quest on YouTube for other protest musicians, preferably rappers, since I love rap and hip hop 
and I knew that rap and hip hop music were founded as music of the oppressed. During my 
undergraduate and graduate degree in history, I had always found subjects within the paradigm of 
cultural resistance with an emphasis on music and Africa. Until now, I have written academic texts on 
Fela Kuti (Nigeria), Tiken Jah Fakoly (Ivory Coast), and Prophets of Da City (South Africa). When I was 
making my way through the archives of YouTube in search of African politically active musicians, I 
wanted to find new stories, perhaps something unknown in the academic field. My thesis supervisor 
told me that only a few articles like Jude Fokwang and Francis B. Nyamnjoh’s ‘Entertaining 
Repression: Music and Politics in Postcolonial Cameroon’ regarding Cameroon’s music scene existed 
in the European academic field.13 Cameroon, a country that I only knew for its famous football team, 
was about to become my next destination.  
 It is magical how algorithms on YouTube know what you are looking for and after I had 
looked for Valsero, Lapiro de Mbanga’s “Na You” was suggested as the next video to watch. I 
watched it and a few clicks later, I found out that he had made many songs, most of them with a 
strong political message. Chapter one, Lapiro de Mbanga’s section, ends with an analysis of his 2001 
song “Na You”. I chose this song because it perfectly fits in the chronological structure of this thesis 
and “Na You”, as we shall find out later, is a very powerful song and a severe attack towards Paul 
Biya’s government. After Valsero’s biography, “Nouveaux President” will be assessed. This song 
became his most famous single and was addressed to the government. YouTube recommended a 
video of a young rapper that made Cameroonian hip hop. This song got my attention. As a hip hop 
producer and rapper in a hip hop band, I was amazed by the structure of the beat and furthermore 
struck by the blunt attack this rapper made towards his president. The song, “Nouveaux President”, 
was made by Xzafrane, a young rapper from Yaoundé, Cameroon’s capital. Xzafrane had released the 
                                                             
13 J. Fokwang and F.B. Nyamnjoh, ‘Entertaining repression: music and politics in postcolonial 
Cameroon’ in: African Affairs Vol. 104, No. 415 (April 2005) 251-274.  
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song with a nice video. The song commences with the chorus, which directly addresses the subject of 
the song: the longing for a new president. “Nous attendons a nouveaux president”, we are waiting 
for a new president. Since Xzafrane started to become relatively famous in 2017, he has not yet 
released many songs. This song is his most viewed video and therefore his most influential song. It’s 
engaging character makes it impossible not to choose for further analysis. 
 One of the most drastic social and entrepreneurial changes in the period of 2000 until 2017 
was the emergence of social media. This technological revolution changed the position of artists until 
a great extent. CD sales went low and downloading on the internet became a cost loser for the music 
industry. Artists could become famous easier and be less dependent on major record companies 
through the development of media like YouTube and Myspace. We cannot go around these 
technological changes and must look closely at the technological developments in the period of 2000 
until 2017.  amongst the development of hip hop as we chronologically go through the lives of these 
musical actors.  
 I left for Cameroon on May 5th, in order to interview Valsero and Xzafrane. I was staying at a 
cultural residency in Titi Garage, a neighbourhood in Yaoundé. I lived on a small compound with a 
theatre, a bar for live music, and a library. A few artists lived on this small complex and they rented 
out a few rooms for lost western academics who wished to stay in Yaoundé. The centre was called 
OTHNI. The organization defined the centre as a cultural laboratory. I interviewed Parfait Tabapsi, a 
cultural journalist who is an expert in music and protest. Not only does he know a lot regarding 
Lapiro de Mbanga whom died in 2014, but he also knows a lot about the government and how it 
deals with cultural resistance. Valsero was the second person I interviewed. I wanted to find out 
what motivated him to be a politically engaged artist in Cameroon. I also interviewed Xzafrane, the 
youngest rapper in this thesis who told me why he thought it was important to be an engaged rapper. 
I finally filmed a conversation with Franck Olama, a young Cameroonian that talked about how he 
used hip hop to express his feelings. I furthermore talked to historians, visited cultural centres and 
spoke to many Cameroonians. I was invited to join Bonjour Cameroun, a national television program 
to talk about my thesis and my experience in Cameroon. All the content of the interviews is uploaded 
online and can be consulted at any time through the link in the bibliography. 
 In order to create a clear image of the influence of internet on artists, works like Msia Kibona 
Clark’s ‘The role of new and social media in Tanzanian hip-hop production’ are used. 14 Furthermore, 
I analyse Facebook posts on Valsero and Xzafrane’s artist pages. In order to understand hip hop as a 
musical genre and subculture I use interviews on YouTube with rappers that started hip hop in the 
1970s and 1980s. I also refer to Halifu Osumare with her The Africanist Aesthetic in Global Hip Hop: 
                                                             
14 M.K. Clark, ‘The role of new and social media in Tanzanian hip-hop production’, in: Cahiers 
D’Études Africaines, Vol. 54, No. 216 (2014) 1115-1136. 
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Power.15 She explains how hip hop became popular in most parts of the world. In order to 
understand each actor and its relationship with the government I think it is necessary to asses Paul 
Biya and his government. The political situation influences and motivates the actor and drives it into 
action as an engaged artist. Therefore, amongst multiple articles, the work of John Mukum Mbaku 
and Joseph Takougang The Leadership Challenge in Africa. Cameroon Under Paul Biya is important 
secondary literature since it explains how Cameroon’s political system functioned when Paul Biya got 
in power. I finally recorded a song with Valsero and Xzafrane. This song is available through the link 
below. 16 All the pictures used in this thesis are shot by me, there is however, one exception in 
chapter two. 
 
 
 
17 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
15 H. Osumare, The Africanist Aesthetic in Global Hip hop (New York 2007). 
16 Link song Valsero and Xzafrane: Vimeo… 
17 Me at the set of CRTV talking about why I was in Cameroon, thus trying to explain my thesis inquiry.  
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1. Lapiro de Mbanga: master of action 
 
 
An interesting documentary named Aan de andere kant made by Willem Timmers, made me think of 
Lapiro de Mbanga. 18 The documentary showed the differences between Bakel, a village in the 
Netherlands, and Bakel in Senegal, the latter being a small town on the border with Mauritania. The 
documentary, which was broadcasted at the Dutch film festival 2018, was partially told by a griotte, a 
lady with a noble job. She had to make people in her community happy by singing. Her job was to 
walk around in Bakel and sing. People gave her money and free food, this was a paid profession.19 
Peter Wuteh Vakunta writes in his The Life and Times of a Cameroonian Icon: Tribute to Lapiro de 
Mbanga Ngata Man that:  
 
 
“Griots are repositories of oral traditions and indigenous knowledge. Griots 
are roving libraries because of the encyclopaedia knowledge they possess. 
Finally, griots often use their verbal artistry to chastise, satirise, and make 
loaded comments about the traditional and political leaders of the 
communities in which they belong”. 20 
 
 
 Lapiro de Mbanga was a modern griot, he recorded songs that expressed thoughts that many 
shared, but did not dare to speak out in public. This chapter seeks to draw an image of the 
relationship between Lapiro de Mbanga and the Cameroonian government. To do this I use various 
types of sources. An interview which Lapiro had given in 2013 with Daniel Brown, an interview I took 
from Parfait Tabapsi - who grew up in Mbanga - Lapiro’s hometown, works of various scholars and 
the song text of “Na You” are used to portray the relationship between the government and Lapiro. I 
refer to the rise of hip hop in the 1980s, this is necessary because this genre was as engaged as 
Lapiro’s music and becomes very important during the next two chapters. I also discuss the influence 
of internet on Lapiro’s imprisonment. Since Lapiro’s sang in pidgin, special attention is given to this 
vernacular.  
 Lambo Sandjo Pierre Roger grew up in Mbanga, a town not too far from Douala, the biggest 
coastal city of Cameroon. He was a high school dropout and left school at age sixteen. Lapiro wanted 
                                                             
18 Aan de andere kant. Directed by Willem Timmers, Copper Views Films Productions, 2018.  
19 Ibidem.  
20 P.W. Vakunta, The Life and Times of a Cameroonian Icon: Tribute to Lapiro de Mbanga ‘Ngata Man’ 
(Yaoundé 2014) 4.  
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to work in the field of music and knew that there was an orchestra in Mbanga. The orchestra was 
looking for a drummer and Lapiro who did not have any experience as a percussionist applied and 
somehow got accepted to join the group. He was accepted through Kademchi Kadembo’s effort. 
Lapiro referred to Kadembo as a man whom Lapiro saw as his spiritual leader. He did not want to go 
back to school and thus started drumming and singing full time. He also learned how to play guitar in 
Orchestra de Mbanga. He transformed from a teenage rebel to a professional musician. Lapiro said 
that his youth formed him into the artist he became.21 The poor situation in Mbanga made him angry 
and this anger was an inspiration for his songs. There were not a lot of jobs in Cameroon, making 
poverty and famine serious issues. Lapiro and his family lived in a well-decorated, fenced house. This 
constant dualism of poor and rich was an important dynamic in his youth. He wondered why his 
father was relatively rich. He understood that there was no equality in Cameroon. Inequality was a 
major problem said Lapiro. He believed that president Paul Biya, who succeeded Ahmadou Ahidjo, 
led Cameroon in a bad way. 22  
 
 
 
                                                          23 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
21 Ibidem, 6. 
22 Ibidem, 9.  
23 Picture of Lapiro de Mbanga, ‘The guitar man’. Borrowed from https://baceleb.org/all/item/12115-
lapiro-de-mbanga  
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Lapiro was a spiritual man, he was influenced by people like Fela Anikulapo Kuti, a famous Nigerian 
musician and founder of Afrobeat. Looking at his interviews one can state that Lapiro’s ideas are not 
spiritual but very political and nuanced. Lapiro’s wife worked at the CPDM, Biya’s ruling party, 
municipality fraction. Lapiro said that genuine battles needed to be fought by idols, not by people 
during protests. Ghandi was therefore Mbanga’s role model since he carried out a revolution without 
the support from anyone. Martin Luther King was a role model as well. Lapiro de Mbanga was almost 
obsessed with Cameroonian politics. He explained that the G7, a Cameroonian oppositional party, 
was filled with old friends of Paul Biya. “Paul Biya is the cause for Cameroon’s situation”, a situation 
that did not change since de Mbanga’s youth. 24The interesting aspect of Lapiro de Mbanga as a 
politically active musician is the fact that he was directly aligned to Cameroon’s opposition. Lapiro 
consulted them in making important decisions.  He influenced many people in Cameroon due to his 
fame. That is why he was valuable to the opposition. Cameroonians knew Lapiro de Mbanga and did 
not know the politicians.25 Lapiro finally said that he had no problems with the ruling party CPDM, 
since he believed in a political system with parties, the struggle lied within the fact that the party was 
led by mafia, he believed that its leading force was corrupt.26 
 During the interview with professor Vakunta, Lapiro discusses his language use. This leads to 
information regarding his audience. Lapiro refers several times to Cameroon’s inequality and 
oppressed citizens. Lapiro explains in a speech during the Oslo Freedom Forum in 2013 that he was 
an ambassador for the oppressed Cameroonians. He gave a voice to the voiceless. The voiceless in 
Cameroon however, speak various languages and Lapiro covers at least three of these languages. All 
the people I met in Cameroon knew Lapiro de Mbanga. A good friend I made during my stay named 
Nsangou Ahmed was from the Anglophone part of Cameroon. He spoke English and a of bit French, 
but he knew Lapiro de Mbanga. He knew Lapiro even though they did not speak the same language.27 
 The city of Mbanga was close to the border between Francophone and Anglophone 
Cameroon. Trade between the French speaking part and the Anglophone made communication 
interesting.  A mixture of local vernacular, French and English was the result of this need to 
communicate. This pidgin differs from Nigerian pidgin but has some resemblances. What seems to be 
a very local vernacular, in fact was a language that could partially be understood by a very large 
group. That was the reason why Nsangou my good friend could know and understand Lapiro de 
                                                             
24 Ibidem, 11.  
25 Ibidem, 12.   
26 Ibidem, 13.  
27 Ibidem, 13.  
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Mbanga’s music. Nevertheless, de Mbanga’s pidgin was distinctive in the sense that he used a lot of 
Mboko talk, a vernacular that is popular around the city of Mbanga. Lapiro’s audience was enormous. 
Barbara Trudell writes in ‘Language, culture, development and politics: dimensions of local agency in 
language development in Africa’ that communities have self-protective power, she refers to rural 
people and quotes a researcher, former World Bank specialist Donnely-Roark who analysed self-
protective power in African rural communities: 
 
 
“Rural people in Africa have always maintained a certain formidable power 
that guards their indigenous institution and knowledge systems, thereby 
maintaining some level of self-reliance. This measurable power is based 
upon the capacity to resist what they do not have a voice in”. 
 
 
Thus, the preservation of vernaculars is important to some communities and Lapiro’s language use 
can been interpreted as an old form of self-preservation, keeping his community safe from the 
French speaking government. 28 Trudell continues by stating that individual activists spearhead and 
promote their local language, Lapiro de Mbanga was definitely one of these activists. Trudell then 
refers to north-west Cameroon where William Banboyee became head of the Nso’ Language 
Organization (NLO). Nso’ is the abbreviation of Lamnso’ a vernacular spoken in north-west Cameroon. 
Banboyee said: “We have not been taught to think, to produce; the children are not taught to think 
in French or English”. The emancipation of local languages against the use of the colonial tongue is 
thus an often occurring development, especially in Cameroon. A country with two colonial 
languages.29 Finally, Trudell explains that language can be the target of intentional action, like in 
Lapiro’s case who uses his pidgin to disconnect with the French speaking government. 30 
 Most Cameroonians could understand the message that Lapiro’s songs tried to deliver. The 
use of pidgin made it difficult for English or French speaking citizens to understand his songs 
completely, but his message was often simple and thus easy to understand by most Cameroonians. 
Secondly, he sang about societal issues, which affected al Cameroonians. Paul Biya’s officials brought 
extra food to Lapiro when he was imprisoned in 2008. This shows us that elite or non-elite, de 
                                                             
28 B. Trudell, ‘Language, culture, development and politics: dimensions of local agency in language 
development in Africa’ in: Africa, Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, Vol. 31, No. 
4, 403-419, 406, 407. 
29 Ibidem, 414.  
30 Ibidem, 403.  
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Mbanga was in most Cameroonian hearts. 31 I believe that Lapiro’s language use was proof of Lapiro’s 
unwillingness to participate in old colonial traditions or habits. He refused to sing in French or English, 
the former colonial languages, in doing so he already made a very strong statement. Perhaps he did 
not want to partake in the old colonial way of life, a life filled with oppression which did not 
completely end after independence.  
 Towards the end of Ahmadou Ahidjo’s rule in 1982, Cameroon had become a venal society 
with a closely controlled monopoly economy. Ahidjo, Paul Biya’s predecessor, had created a political 
climate where municipal positions were sold by corrupt civil servants and corruption was present in 
almost every governmental section. Ahidjo was in favour of French politicians since he became 
Cameroon’s first independent president. France was still closely tied to Cameroon’s politics and 
economy. It was amidst this corruption that Ahidjo’s reign ended. Ahidjo ostensibly resigned for 
health reasons on November 6th 1982. Until today, it is unclear if his medical treatment was 
manipulated by Paul Biya who succeeded Ahidjo as president of Cameroon. Ahidjo thought he would 
return to his presidential chair after he would regain his health. Ahidjo wanted to appoint Maigari 
Bello Bouba, a fellow Muslim from the North as his official successor, making Biya a Christian from 
the South, a temporarily solution. Biya and Ahidjo got into a major feud, which led to Ahidjo’s exile to 
France. Biya has been in charge ever since. 32 Presidential guards tried to overthrow Biya in 1984. This 
led to a conflict for several days. This coup was in effect a dispute between Muslims and Christians 
seen Ahidjo and Biya’s religious backgrounds. In the beginning of April 1984, Biya had sent all Muslim 
presidential guards home. The guards instantly rebelled against Biya, this marked the start of the 
coup. This conflict lasted for a small week where Biya eventually was not overthrown and continued 
his reign. Ahidjo was accused of organising the coup. 
 As soon as Paul Biya got in power in 1982, he said there would be change. Notwithstanding, 
Biya adopted Ahidjo’s economic model and renamed it to communal liberalism, a model that Fuabeh 
Fonge, a professor African history at North Carolina State University, assessed as weak and corrupt.33 
Fonge finished his graduate degree at Georgetown University and did a PhD at Howard University. 
The Cameroonian scholar further states that Biya’s communal liberalism led to the economic crisis 
that emerged in 1985, this forced Biya’s government in turning to the International Monetary Fund. 
It first had led to a very inefficient bureaucratic government, it secondly left the Cameroonian 
economy with many unorganised enterprises which were created to fulfil mandates of communal 
liberalism. Fonge continues by stating that Biya’s plan created room for corruption and because of 
                                                             
31P.W. Vakunta, The Life and Times of a Cameroonian Icon, 16.  
32 J. Mbaku, J. Mukum, The leadership Challenge in Africa: Cameroon Under Paul Biya (Africa World 
Press 2004) 70.  
33 F. Fonge, ‘Introduction: Biya and the Promise of a Better Society’ in: J. Mbaku & J. Takougang, The 
Leadership Challenge in Africa. Cameroon Under Paul Biya, 17-22. 
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the lack of transparency in the new structure, positions were turned into personal fortune schemes. 
The new structure also allowed the government to perform patronage on a large level, since the 
government could work closely with public enterprises. Fonge finishes his assessment by explaining 
that due to the new emphasis on the public sector the private sector was neglected in total, leading 
to disastrous results on Cameroon’s private sector. 34 
 
 
Hip hop beats and the Bronx 
 
 
While de Mbanga started to gain fame as an artist in the mid-1980s, an African American activist 
music movement was up and coming in the United States. Hip hop started in the 1970s as a new 
genre through mixing songs. DJs would play two vinyl records at the same time and loop parts of 
songs which created a new type of beat. By sampling sounds into a drum computer, the original 808 
hip hop sound emerged at the same time. The Deejays were introduced by a master of ceremony and 
if you were lucky the MC would talk fast through the up-tempo music. This talking became what is 
now known as rapping and after the Bronx, other less developed neighbourhoods in New York 
started to play hip hop music. 35 
 The Bronx was a ghetto with poor education, unemployment and crime. The 1970s were 
especially tough for non- white Americans, since there was a lot of inequality and racism. The Bronx 
used to be a nice mid-class neighbourhood until the 1960s. The construction of a highway above the 
neighbourhood made the white middle-class families leave. The value of the neighbourhood declined 
and African Americans and Latins entered the area. Historian Steven Hager writes in his Hip hop. The 
Illustrated History of Break Dancing, Rap Music and Graffiti that The Bronx got more violent and poor 
during the 1970s with an explosion of violence and plundering during the 1977 power cut-off. 
Frustrated youngsters who had little hopes for a stable financial situation looted shops. After 100 
police officers were injured and over 3000 people were arrested, New York authorities understood 
that The Bronx was a frustrated and unheard part of the city. This frustration was expressed in the 
sounds and lyrics of hip hop. 36 James B. Steward, founder of the Black Studies Program and Professor 
Emeritus at Penn State University wrote that one of the first famous songs which was released as hip 
hop music was Grandmaster Flash and The Furious Five’s “The Mess” which was released in 1982. 
                                                             
34 F. Fonge, ‘Introduction: Biya and the Promise of a Better Society’, 17-22. 
35 Hip Hop evolution the foundation, directed by Darby Wheele, Kerosene Visual Effects, 2016. 
36 S. Hager, Hip hop. The Illustrated History of Break Dancing, Rap Music and Graffiti (New York 2005) 
22. 
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Steward states that the song has funk and rhythm & blues elements. 37 The song is an expression of 
daily problems of African Americans living in the ghetto: 
 
 
It’s like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
how I keep from going under 
It’s like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
how I keep from going under 
Broken Glass everywhere 
people pissing on the stairs, you know they just don’t care 
I can’t take the smell, can’t take the noise 
I got no money to move out, I guess I got no choice 
rats in the front room, roaches in the back 
junkies in the alley with a baseball bat 
I tried to get away, but I couldn’t get far 
a man with a tow truck repossessed my car 
Don’t push me cause I’m close to the edge,  
I’m trying not to lose my head.38 
 
 
This song discusses the poor situation of the Bronx, a lawless ghetto, or jungle like Grandmaster Flash, 
whose name is Joseph Saddler, raps. The lyrics explain how there is no hygiene and no financial 
stability. Life in the ghetto was a disaster. Hip hop was used to express negative everyday situations 
for non-white Americans. Hip hop unified black people through music. People living in the ghetto 
could identify themselves with hip hop lyrics regarding the poor situation. One of hip hop’s founders 
DJ Kool Herc said that to him hip hop meant:  
 
 
“It has become a powerful force. Hip hop binds all of these people, all of 
these nationalities, all over the world together. Hip hop is a family so 
                                                             
37 J.B. Stewart, ‘Message in the music: political commentary in black popular music from rhythm and 
blues to early hip hop’ in: V.P. Franklin ed., Journal of African American history (2005) 196-225,218-
219.  
38 http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/grandmasterflashandthefuriousfive/themessage.html 
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everybody has to pitch in. East, West, North or South- we come from one 
coast and that coast was Africa”. 39 
 
 
Even though de Mbanga’s music is not considered rap, his message was similar to hip hop’s message. 
Both Lapiro’s music and hip hop stressed the problems and then called for change. His song “Na You” 
was released in 2001 and means ‘you are to blame’. The 1990s were a new period in Paul Biya’s 
presidency, he adopted legislation to create a multiparty political climate. Lapiro wanted to clarify 
through this song that a multiparty system does not mean democracy. Lapiro said:  
 
 
“People should make a distinction between multiparty politics and 
democracy. I think that what we have in Cameroon is multiparty and not 
democracy. Even within political parties, the assessment is the same 
because those with new ideas and contrary views are regarded as 
opposition within the house and if you insist, you are dismissed”. 40   
 
  
The importance of song is something that Karin Barber explains in her A history of African Popular 
Culture, she believes that songs can:  
 
 
“..stir powerful momentary emotions which lift people out of their habitual 
inhibitions and social divisions. They can do this because their words are 
inherently polysemic, open to different interpretations by different 
participants, thus appealing to all, while at the same time the music issues a 
compelling unifying call”.  
 
  
Barber’s theory can be used to understand Lapiro de Mbanga’s popularity. His music was interpreted 
by many Cameroonians who all interpreted his lyrics in their own way, this crossed different classes 
in the Cameroonian society. This explains why government officials visited Lapiro when he was 
imprisoned in the New Bell prison in 2008. What follows next are the lyrics of “Na You” with an 
                                                             
39 J. Chang, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip Hop Generation (New York 2005) 3.  
40 P.W. Vakunta, The Life and Times of a Cameroonian Icon, 51.  
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English translation after each song segment, I show these original song segments because then the 
mixture of languages can be seen. I analyse each verse separately.  
 
 
Song analysis “Na You” 
 
 
Verse one 
 
You go for Bamenda  
Abakwa boys dem di sofa  
From north to south  
Ma complice dem di hala oh  
From east to west oh  
Free boys dem di gaz oh  
Na you do’am oh  
Na you do’am oh  
Na you do’am oh, Heh Heh  
Na you sipoil dis kondre  
 
 
Translation  
 
If you go to Bamenda 41 
You’ll find Abakwa boys suffering  
From north to south  
My friends are protesting  
From east to west oh  
Free boys are farting oh  
You are to blame oh  
You are to blame oh  
                                                             
41 This city has a bond with a small Dutch town called Dordrecht. Dordrecht, an island city a few miles 
south of Rotterdam has developed a mission which is introducing people from Dordrecht to people in 
Bamenda, since it is a ‘sister city’ since 1993.   
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You are to blame oh, heh heh 
 
Bamenda is the capital city of the Nord-Oeuest region in Cameroon. It is an Anglophone city and the 
founding town of the biggest oppositional party: the Social Democratic Front.  Abakwa is a nickname 
for Bamenda, therefore Lapiro refers to citizens from Bamenda that are suffering due to Biya’s 
corrupt government. He uses this example due to the high amount of oppositional parties and then 
explains that the subject of his song refers to the entire country, from north to south, east to west. 
De Mbanga directly attacks Paul Biya by singing that in all parts of Cameroon Free boys, or free men 
are farting, they have no work, they thus have nothing to do and Paul Biya’s government is 
responsible for the high unemployment rate.  
 
Chorus  
 
You mus fix’am oh  
You mus fix’am oh  
You go fix’am oh  
Na you demage dis kondre 
 You mus fix’am oh  
You go fix’am oh  
 
Translation  
 
You must fix it oh  
You must fix it oh 
You have to fix it oh  
You have ruined this country  
You must fix it 
You have to fix it oh   
 
The chorus of the song is easy to understand, Biya must change his course and de Mbanga holds him 
responsible for the economic decline Cameroon knew during the early 2000s. This was an effect of 
maintaining old economical structures which were introduced by Paul Biya’s predecessor. 
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Verse two  
 
La vérité étant... ce qu’on ne retrouve jamais  
Aux tables des menteurs  
Je jure de chanter la vérité et rien que la vérité  
Mombo ah go brass before dem meng me  
But ah go bras daso  
Baisse de salaire na you!  
Arriérés na you!  
Compression du personnel na you! 
Licenciement na you!  
Privatisation na you!  
Liquidation na soso you...  
Moi ah comprends sei  
Do how, do how Johnny four foot 
Go las come dammer nylon ana carton for dis kondre  
 
Translation  
  
Truth is never... found at the table of liars  
I promise to sing the truth and nothing but the truth  
My friend, I will speak at the risk of being killed 
I will speak regardless of what happens to me  
Salary cuts is your handiwork  
Deferred payments of arrears is you  
Employee lay-offs is you  
Privatising state enterprises is you  
Running companies aground is still you  
It is now clear to me that in the not too distant future  
The goat will have no choice,  
but to eat nylon and cardboard boxes in this country 
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This second verse discusses how Biya’s government lies. Having visited Cameroon I wonder how it is 
possible that Lapiro was not thrown in jail after this song. The younger artists like Valsero and 
Xzafrane were more subtle in their critique. There are many acquisitions of lies and corruption. One 
of these examples can be found during the 1992 elections, Paul Biya declared himself winner of the 
elections by the Supreme Court on October 11th.  The Institute for International Democracy testified 
to serious irregularities on many levels from registration, counting, and finally the outcome.42 The 
second sentence made me understand that de Mbanga was aware of the thorns he was grabbing. He 
knew he could get killed. He then refers to the economic decline Paul Biya had created. He ends the 
verse with a metaphor: the country will end up being poor to an extent where there will be no food 
left to feed animals. This means of course that humans will also not have food in the end, since 
people for a big part rely on animals, for milk or meat.  
 An interesting article, ‘The 2002 legislative election in Cameroon: a retrospective on 
Cameroon’s stalled democracy movement’ written by Joseph Takougang explains how it was possible 
that Paul Biya had won the 2002 elections. “Na You” was written one year before the 2002 elections 
and it is interesting to see that Paul Biya was able to remain in power after all the negative 
accusations that Lapiro de Mbanga addressed towards the president, taking into account that many 
Cameroonians listened to his music. Cameroonian citizens knew that their president was corrupt, but 
this had no effect on the outcome of the 2002 elections. The most important arguments Joseph 
Takougang makes for Biya’s success are: “the ineffectiveness of the opposition and the lack of 
support for democratic change by former coloniser France and the West”.43 Furthermore, Takougang 
continues, corruption was a well-known aspect of Cameroonian elections. One of the examples was 
the fact that the ruling government held elections on the day that the Cameroonian national team 
played, in order to create a situation with a low turnout of voters. June 23, the day of the elections in 
2002, was furthermore a suitable date for the government since roads were in bad condition due to 
heavy seasonal rains, campaigning for elections was therefore difficult. After a stunning win for Biya’s 
CPDM party, the opposition was not able to mobilise people to start a protest against the corrupt 
government. This proved the unfortunate weak position of the oppositional parties.44   
 
 
 
                                                             
42 E. Breitinger, ‘Lamentations patriotiques: writers, censors and politics in Cameroon’, in: African 
Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 369 557-575, 557. 
43 J. Takougang, ‘The 2002 legislative election in Cameroon: a retrospective on Cameroon’s stalled 
democracy movement’, in: The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 41, No. 3 (September 2003) 
421-435, 421, 425. 
44 Ibidem, 425.  
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Verse three  
 
Conséquence, boys dem dong ton na attaquant  
Nga na ninja Small tchotchoro for quartier dem dong begin  
Aggresser man pikin for carrefour  
Licencié na taximan 55Ala wan na bendskinneur  
BTS na secrétaire for long sitik Someone na bayam sellam  
GCE O/L na cuti mbanga wet cuti rubber  
Ala war di wan na for farm banana  
Breveté na chargeur  
Ala wan na forceur GCE A/L na broke stone  
Someone di dig na sand-sand  
Na we dis today kondre dong fall stock  
 
Translation 
 
Consequently, boys have become attackers  
Girls have become ninjas  
Little girls are now sexually harassing men at the intersection  
BA degree holders are taxi drivers  
Others are prostitutes  
BTS holders work as secretaries in offices  
Others are market women  
GCE O/L holders are harvesting palm nuts and rubber for a living  
Others are involved in manual labour on banana plantations  
Brevete holders are park boys  
Others are loaders  
GCE A/L holders break stones as a means of livelihood  
Here we are living in a country that is bankrupt  
 
Lapiro opens this verse by stating that the economic depression and political oppression leads to 
aggression amongst Cameroon’s youth. People with University degrees have to drive taxis. When I 
visited Cameroon, taxis were the only transportation to get through Yaoundé. One must yell her or 
his destination to the drivers which pass by. A honk on the horn means that the taxi driver will pass 
by your destination, you can thus enter the taxi. The passenger seat in the front was for two people, 
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so physical contact was inevitable. Each trip had a fee of approximately 100 Franc, thus taxi drivers 
were not rich.45 They drove on the roads with thousands of holes, a very clear example that the 
government does not really invest in its damaged infrastructure. BTS refers to Brevet Technicien 
Supérieur and according to Nuffic, a website which compares studies around the world, this BTS 
degree has the equivalent of two years of HBO university level in the Netherlands. Since there are 
little jobs for students, some even have to become sex workers. GCE O/L holders are people that 
have finished high school, but cannot find a decent job. De Mbanga explains that studying does not 
help young Cameroonians in finding a decent job, a very negative effect of Paul Biya’s regime.46 
 
 
Mbanga and the state 
 
 
The relationship between Lapiro de Mbanga and the state was very complex and interesting since 
Mrs. De Mbanga worked as a municipality official. Furthermore, Mbanga was closely tied to the 
oppositional parties, however, the Cameroonian opposition was not a strong force. Cameroonian 
oppositional politicians could only express a very small amount of critique as Mbanga explained in his 
interview with professor Vakunta. It was until 2008 that Lapiro de Mbanga stayed unharmed, he was 
too big and popular for the government. ‘This all changed during spring 2008’, said Parfait Tabapsi, a 
cultural journalist and music history specialist who like Lapiro grew up in the city Mbanga. I was 
introduced to Parfait Tabapsi through monsieur Wilfried a fellow historian who I had met at OTHNI, 
Yaoundé. I interviewed Tabapsi at the French Institute of Cameroon in Yaoundé.  
 Tabapsi explained that Lapiro had released a song that led to his arrest in 2008. He continued 
by stating that this song, “Constitution Constipée” released in 2008, was addressed to Paul Biya who 
de Mbanga described as an old man who needed to resign. “Grandpa was tired”, de Mbanga felt that 
the constitution was constipated. The song refers to constitutional changes that Biya wanted to make. 
Lapiro was arrested on April 9th 2008, two days before parliament adopted the new constitution laws. 
The official reason for his arrest was not the song, but the accusation of organising a worker’s union 
riot. A national strike had broken out in February 2008. People were striking to protest against the 
constitutional changes Paul Biya had announced and inflation. Lapiro had seen protesters that were 
molesting high schools and town halls in his hometown Mbanga. He stopped them since he was a 
chief, making him responsible for peace in his neighbourhood. A banana plantation which, for fifty 
                                                             
45 100 Central African Franc equals approximately 15 euro cents. 
46 https://www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/education-and-diplomas-cameroon/., P.W. Vakunta, The Life 
and Times of a Cameroonian Icon, 51.    
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percent was owned by French executives, was also attacked by protesters. They accused Lapiro de 
Mbanga for mobilising the thousands of angry youngsters who started the molesting. Lapiro de 
Mbanga was held responsible but he explained that in fact it was the song which led to his arrest. 
Lapiro said that “I just show what a masquerade the revision of the constitution is. And I attack Paul 
Biya without ever mentioning his name. I say: the father is tired, leave him alone”.47 He used humour 
and irony in his songs by being sarcastic. “Cameroon is the birthplace of advanced democracy, it is 
peaceful, full of electoral frauds and a paradise for corruption”.48 
 When I talked to monsieur Wilfried, a historian which I accidently met at my residence at 
OTHNI in Yaoundé I mentioned Lapiro de Mbanga. He said that the government did not only imprison 
him, they also killed him. I did not understand this, because the historian did not explain how he was 
killed. It was only until I did some research online that I found out that he died very young at age 56, 
however, he was not killed. He died of cancer in the United States where he lived in exile after he got 
out of prison in 2011. He died three years after his release. I then started reading interviews and 
documents about the Newbell prison. The Newbell prison in Yaoundé: 300 inmates with horrible 
sanitation and no medical treatment. De Mbanga explains in an interview with Daniel Brown how 
one inmate, a journalist who publicly insulted Paul Biya, had died in jail. The guards said that he had 
died from Aids, but this was impossible, de Mbanga said that he had no Aids. He had a pneumonia 
but he was not allowed to see a doctor, that is why passed away. Lapiro de Mbanga got sick several 
times during his imprisonment in the Newbell prison, his wife drove long distances and brought him 
antibiotics. If Lapiro would get the medical treatment that he needed from the start his overall health 
would have been better. This is what monsieur Wilfried meant. Living under unhygienic 
circumstances with bacteria and bad sanitation harms the immune system, thus his cancer could 
have been influenced by his imprisonment.  
 Technology played an important part in Lapiro life and songs like “Na You” and “Constitution 
Constipée”.  The government banned “Constitution Constipée”, nevertheless, many Cameroonians 
downloaded this song and eventually became Lapiro’s most famous song. It was 2005 when the 
Arctic Monkeys, a British indie-rock band became famous through downloads on the internet. 
Downloading began to influence the music industry since the early 2000s.49 The internet became 
important during Lapiro’s imprisonment because a Danish NGO named Freemuse campaigned for his 
release. An American lawyer’s organization called Freedom Now monitored his case during his entire 
incarceration. Even the United Nations declared that Mbanga’s arrest was unfair due to the 
                                                             
47 P.W. Vakunta, The Life and Times of a Cameroonian Icon, 17.  
48 Ibidem, 17-18.  
49 R. Rob, J. Waldfogel, ‘Piracy on the high c’s: music downloading, sales displacements and social 
welfare in a sample of college students’, in: The Journal of Law & Economics, Vol. 49, No. 1 
(Univeristy of Chicago Press 2006) 29-62, 29.  
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International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. He gained international fame due to his 
imprisonment after “Constitution Constipée” was released. I believe that it is sad that Lapiro was 
imprisoned right before the new downloading era would also change Cameroon’s music scene, 
because what our next actor Valsero explains is that “the internet saved his life”. 
 It is interesting to see how Lapiro did use democratic instruments of his country to change 
the political situation or to create more accountability on his government as Chabal explains in his 
The Politics of Suffering and Smiling.50 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Lapiro was closely tied to 
the oppositional parties, he influenced them on what steps to take. He used these instruments to 
make a difference. Nevertheless, change seemed to be impossible. We saw that the opposition was 
filled with Biya’s friends and the opposition had to be careful with things they said, because Biya’s 
ruling party would send its opponents to jail or threaten them. To create an image of how hostile the 
relationship between the Cameroonian government and Lapiro de Mbanga was through Lapiro’s eyes, 
I would like to end this chapter with a citation from Daniel Brown’s interview with de Mbanga: 
 
“We’re not far from an assassination for political reasons. When people in 
power are defending their own personal interests, they’re ready to do 
anything to preserve them. All in the name of state security. I also feel in 
danger. Before going to jail, they tried to kill me twice. First, they sent some 
soldiers to my house on the night of March 2 (three days after rioting in 
Mbanga ended). They were people working for Biya. They were able to 
carry it out. Then, two weeks later, a government official came over with 
four policemen to kill me. When the two attempts failed they threw me in 
prison. So, you see, I don’t feel safe in this country. My life is under threat 
here, mine and those of my family.” 51 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
50 P. Chabal, The Politics of Suffering and Smiling, 9. 
51 D. Brown, ‘Voice to the Voiceless’, in: Index on Censorship, Vol. 39, No. 3 (September 2010) 121- 
130, 124. 
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2. Valsero and modern agency 
 
During my stay in Yaoundé, the people at OTHNI helped me a lot. A few artists lived at OTHNI and the 
director Martin Ambara was a well-connected man whom lived in Egypt but would move to OTHNI 
for two months each year. Two other western researchers were also living at OTHNI. Ambara had 
attended a dinner with important people from the cultural sector in Yaoundé with journalists and 
artists. The next day Ambara came to my door and asked if I had a minute. He was an authoritarian 
man who did not like to yoke around, at least that was my first impression of the man. I quickly put 
on a t-shirt and rushed to see him. I saw him smile for the first time. “I was at an important dinner 
yesterday”, “Oh how..”, before I could finish my sentence he interrupted. “Valsero was there as well, 
I told him about your project and he gave me his number, here you go”. I took the piece of paper and 
was amazed. I thought it would be a tough job to find a famous man in Cameroon and it probably 
would have been if it were not for Martin Ambara who had helped me out. I asked my friend 
Nsangou Ahmed whom I had met on one of the first days of my stay at Titi Garage, OTHNI’s 
neighbourhood, to join me. I was lucky to have met Nsangou. I met him at the local grill kiosk, where 
locals can buy grilled beef with onions and extremely spicy pepper. He asked me in English if I was a 
Muslim. I replied no. We chatted for a while and we went for a drink the next day. Nsangou and I 
were very excited to finally meet Valsero as we took a taxi to Bastos Derriere Usine, a rich 
neighbourhood in Yaoundé. 
 25 
52 
 
                                                             
52 Local grill kiosk in Titi Garage where I had met Nsangou Ahmed.  
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53 Me and Nsangou Ahmed. His outfits were amazing.  
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This chapter examines the relationship between Valsero, the engaged rapper and the state. In order 
to do so, I rely on the interview I took from Valsero during my stay in Cameroon. Like the previous 
chapter, I intend to focus on his biography, his actions and one song. The development of hip hop, 
the influence of internet on his career, and Biya’s government are also discussed in this chapter. The 
song that this chapter analyses is “Lettre au President”. This engaged song, released in 2008, became 
Valsero’s most famous song until today. February 2008 was another period of protests and turmoil, a 
striker’s march ended up in an anti-Biya campaign writes Julius A. Amin in his ‘Cameroonian youths 
and the protest of February 2008’. Streets in many cities like Douala and Yaoundé were troubled by 
looting, violence and police brutality. A state of emergency was announced and after a few days of 
protests, Biya reacted to the protests by saying that he would persecute the demons that had started 
the mayhem. Biya warned that peace would be restored by any means.54 It was this exact year that 
Valsero released his song “Lettre au President”. Biya celebrated his 25th office year as president of 
Cameroon.    
 Gaston Philippe Abe Abe was born in France in 1975. He stayed in France until he was twelve 
years old. He then moved to Cameroon and started a life with his father in Yaoundé. The first 
question I asked Valsero was why he started making music. He thought that music was an energy, he 
felt the energy when he was very young, but he did not make music yet, he only liked to listen. Music 
making started when he rubbed shoulders with rap. Rapping was a way to stress important societal 
issues and therefore rap was something he wanted to make in order to facilitate change. He did not 
attract people from a specific age or generation with his music. Valsero explained that his audience 
was not any different from audiences of engaged artists in France. Rap and hip hop music was 
engaged at its base. He explained that the subject you rap about decides your audience, thus Valsero 
had all generations in his audience. Since Valsero rapped about society, every participant of society 
was his audience. Valsero had performed at one of his concerts one day prior to our meeting. I asked 
him if his audience had any particular character, he said that it was very mixed. “When you talk about 
society you talk to everyone who partakes in it, when you talk about politics you talk about all people 
who deal with politics, that is everyone”, he continued. A proof of old people listening to his music is 
the fact that he was often menaced or put in jail, “It is not young people sending me to prison, it is 
the old ones”, meaning that the government, which is part of an older generation, also listens to his 
music.  
 Valsero had interesting ideas on hip hop as he believes that all hip hop is engaged. I asked 
him if he thought that 50 Cent - a rapper that often raps about money, violence, and sex in a sexist 
context - he said yes. He thinks that this type of music is engaged because Curtis Jackson, 50 Cent’s 
                                                             
54 J.A. Amin, ‘Cameroonian youths and the protest of February 2008’, in: Cahiers d’Études Africaines, 
Vol. 52, Cahier 211 (2013) 677-697, 677.  
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real name, does not need to struggle in order to survive anymore. The daily struggles to earn money 
by theft or selling drugs are over. The black rappers earn a lot of money after growing up in a ghetto, 
this is proof of emancipation and success. “When hip hop rappers like 50 Cent rap about money and 
women they proof something”, Valsero says. He believes that rappers can proof that with hip hop 
you can be a rich man like Bill Gates. “It can open their way of thinking, instead of thinking ‘I live in a 
ghetto, I should become a drug dealer or a criminal’ they can aim at becoming a rapper since this can 
lead to great fortune”. I wonder if the average teenager that listened to 50 Cent interpreted his 
music as being part of a revolution, I know I did not. Nevertheless, it was part of a revolutionary 
process and therefore Valsero thought this was engaged. Going from poverty to extreme richness 
was part of positive financial development of the subordinated African American.  
 During our conversation, I explained that I could not understand how modern rappers that 
rap about narcotics, gang violence and use sexist language whereas women are called hoes, could be 
engaged. Valsero replied that these rappers show the reality, some rappers unfortunately are drug 
dealers, were pimps or have killed rival gang members. Showing or stressing this reality is also part of 
engagement. Being part of a society with weapons and alcohol does not make the rapper that raps 
about violence and weapons the aggressor, it is the government which creates this type of society, 
says Valsero. The transition that rappers make from a drug dealer, or criminal to a wealthy rapper is 
something positive according to Valsero. Valsero continues by stating that rappers express this 
positivity by being who they are and by creating songs. When I asked Valsero who inspired him as a 
rapper he replied: “It’s not the rapper that inspires rappers, its rap that inspires the rapper”. Thus, 
the entire movement inspired Valsero to become a rapper. He named Afrika Bambaataa, N.W.A. 
(Niggaz with Attitude) and Public Enemy. “All the artists have a responsibility” said Valsero, “and that 
is to keep the movement going. Hip hop is a culture, it’s more than a religion. Hip hop made its way 
in every part of the world.”  
 
 
Global hip hop  
 
 
The United States invented media culture like cinema. It is logical to assume that hip hop amongst, 
jeans, Hollywood cinema and Rock and Roll was adopted in merely every other part in the world. 
Dietmar Elfein writes that hip hop was introduced outside the United States through a movie called 
Wild Style, a movie about a graffiti artist, released in 1983. One of the starring actors was rapper 
Grandmaster Flash. Graffiti was an important part of hip hop culture, amongst, breakdancing and 
playing two records at the same time. Cinema was thus an example of how hip hop entered the 
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European music scene. 55 France is the second biggest producer and consumer of hip hop culture 
outside the United States, writes Halifu Osumare in The Africanist Aesthetic in Global Hip hop. 56 She 
further explains that youth culture in France is linked to the historical engagement between France 
and the Africanist aesthetic. The Africanist aesthetic is “the current manifestation of a historical 
continuum of cultural practices that are in fact, African-based expressivity underpinned by a 
philosophical approach that extended itself into the African diaspora as a result of the transatlantic 
slave trade.” 57 Dick Hebdige writes in his Subculture: The Meaning of Style, a classical culture study, 
that subcultures are situated within their historical conditions, as for Cameroon, the historical 
condition is complex.58  One of these conditions regarding hip hop’s emergence in Cameroon is the 
continuation of oppression which started approximately five and a half centuries ago when the 
Portuguese set foot on what is now Cameroonian soil. The oppression went on during Cameroon’s 
independence and hip hop, a genre for the oppressed was thus embraced in Cameroon.  
Some argue that especially in East African countries like Kenya, gospel music, which was 
introduced by European missionaries, transformed from English to African languages like Swahili. The 
local form then changed to holy hip, a different type of gospel where fast singing or rapping was 
involved. Joyce Nyairo, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Literature, Theatre and Film Studies, at 
the School of Arts and Social Sciences at Moi University, Kenya, did a lot of research on Kenyan 
gospel. Nyairo states that it was a choice of the gospel industry to adopt popular music like hip hop 
which was becoming popular towards the late 1990s. Churches did so in order to maintain gospel’s 
popularity.59 Alice Aterianus- Owanga states in her ‘Gaboma, kainfri et afropéen: circulation, creation 
et transformation des categories identitaitres dans le hip-hop Gabonais’, that hip hop which emerged 
in Gabon in the early 1990s meant an embracement of the non-occidental, African American culture, 
instead of the French culture. Since this culture was chosen by the Gabonian youth and not 
implemented by the French, young Gabonians could identify themselves with rappers and hip hop 
music.60 It is interesting of course since the African American culture emerged from the occidental 
American culture. The African aspects of the African American culture were in this case of greater 
importance.  
                                                             
55 D. Eflein, ‘From Krauts with attitudes to Turks with attitudes: some aspects of hip-hop history in 
Germany’, in: Pop Music, 17 (3) (1998), pp. 255-265 
56 H. Osumare, The Africanist Aesthetic in Global Hip hop (New York 2007) 84.  
57 Ibidem, 84-85. 
58 D. Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London 1979) 82 and 132.  
59 J. Nyairo,’Kenyan gospel soundtracks: crossing boundaries, mapping audiences’, in: Journal of 
African Cultural Studies, Vol. 20, No. 1, East African Culture, Language and Society (2008) 71-83, 73. 
60 A. Aterianus- Owanga, ‘Gaboma, kainfri et afropéen: circulation, creation et transformation des 
categories identitaitres dans le hip-hop Gabonais’, in: Journal African Cultural Studies, Vol. 20, No. 1, 
East African Culture, Language and Society (2008) 71-83. 
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 Dipannita Basu, Sidyney J. Lemelle and Robin D. G. Kelley wrote in their The Vinyl Ain’t Final 
why hip hop had made its way into other parts of the world. Hip hop as a popular culture diffused 
around the globe like other American popular culture. They thus agree with Dietmar Elfein. The 
authors speak of cultural colonisation, which spread throughout the world alongside the financial aid 
that the United States gave to destroyed countries of the Second World War through programs like 
the Marshall plan. The Cold War then embodied a period of political turmoil between the United 
States and the Soviet-Union. The United States focused on political and cultural influence which was 
necessary to avoid more global weight for the Soviets. Cultural influence could facilitate more 
political power. The Vietnam and Korea war are examples of excesses between the Cold War’s 
communists and capitalists. The United States continued to promote their culture through movies 
and television music programs like MTV. Music Television, a tv program which broadcasted music 
video clips, was founded in 1981. MTV launched an African office with the Pan-African Pay Satellite 
TV DSTV in 1995. The influence of MTV was enormous because it took over the radio’s roll of letting 
people know which songs were new and popular.61 Halifu Osumare, in her The Africanist Aesthetic in 
Global Hip-Hop starts her book by stating that Hawaiian high school students listened to hip hop in 
the 1990s since they watched MTV.62  
 Osumare also states that the cultural history of America is partially defined by African 
continuities, reinventions, adaptations, and significations.63 Since an enormous number of Africans 
were shipped to the United States as slaves in the 18th and 19th century, it is undeniably true that the 
American culture is influenced by African cultures. Slaves drummed to express their feelings and this 
African tradition exists in most parts of the world today. Slaveholders quickly prohibited drumming. 
Drums are an important sound in hip hop and rap music. I believe that Osumare’s point is not to be 
taken lightly especially regarding the way hip hop was received in African countries like Cameroon. 
The musical aspect of the hip hop beat, with prominent drums, comes from African indigenous 
music.64 Thus, hip hop was attractive to Africans for at least two major reasons. First, the oppressed 
finally got a medium to express and emancipate themselves, this had been absent in African 
countries. Even independence did not fully emancipate Africans since their new governments were 
corrupt regimes. Secondly, hip hop’s drum beat was part of an African tradition, which had been an 
important instrument to express feelings. The drums which are vital in hip hop music, derives from 
African traditional music. 65 
                                                             
61 D. Basu, S.J. Lemelle and R.D.G. Kelley, The Vinyl Ain’t Final: Hip Hop and the Globalization, 20.  
62 H. Osumare, The Africanist Aesthetic in Global Hip-Hop Power Moves, 1-2 
63 Ibidem, 2-3. 
64 Ibidem, 2-3. 
65 Hip Hop evolution the foundation, directed by Darby Wheele, Kerosene Visual Effects, 2016, it 
becomes evident in the documentary that the drumbeat was vital in hip hop music. 
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Valsero’s laptop versus the Cameroonian structure  
 
 
Valsero fights for change on his Facebook profile. He tries to change his structure, which is the 
Cameroonian political situation, from his laptop. He released a song called “Resistance” on 
September 15, 2018, amidst the campaign of the presidential elections which took place on October 
7th, 2018. He created an anthem for the elections and the song is a call for change: Paul Biya had to 
leave office after these elections. The chorus is an attack towards Biya and the way he functioned as 
head of state, Valsero holds him responsible for various deaths: 
 
 
“How many people will this man kill 
 How many people will this man kill” 66 
 
 
Another interesting aspect regarding his Facebook profile is his story: 
  
 
“Art in its general form has various functions: to entertain, to create, 
educate, create emotions, to mobilise, to change. The artists are differently 
perceived depending on the function of his or her art. The engaged artist is 
perceived due to its desire to change society. The artist is a result of a 
human evolution to surpass its ego, questioning its approach and discourse, 
making a difference in creating a better society and trying to become better 
on a personal level. Here we do not speak only about starmania but also a 
lot about engagement”.67  
 
 
When Valsero started rapping in 1990 hip hop was a new music genre, it took Valsero 18 years to 
become a professional rapper as this was the time he started to release music. Cameroon had 
                                                             
66 https://www.facebook.com/Valserofficiel/ Post in October 2018.  
67 https://www.facebook.com/Valserofficiel/ his Facebook page., Starmania is the popularization of 
artists. 
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undergone a period of political turmoil, Lapiro de Mbanga was imprisoned, and Valsero was 
becoming a leader to young Cameroonians who wanted change. Today, Valsero has nearly 47.000 
followers on Facebook, his posts are just as engaging as his music. During the presidential elections in 
October 2018 Valsero used social media to mobilise his followers not to vote on Paul Biya. These 
three Facebook posts explain his online behaviour and are part of his actions as an actor. 
 
 
68 
 
 
                                                             
68 Facebook post on September 25th, 2018. Valsero creates songs against certain political 
developments as part of what he calls a revolution.  
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69  Post from Valsero’s Facebook wall posted on August 30th. Mobilising people to go vote on 
oppositional parties.  
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70 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
70 This Facebook post has a very strong mobilising message, he tells his followers that if they want 
change, they have to vote.  
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Valsero is an engaged person, not just an engaged artist. We see an artist that uses a very strong 
language against his government. When we look at his Facebook posts we see a very strong 
individual fighting against his ruling president, his Facebooks posts reveal an anti-Biya character. He 
calls out to his followers and gives them many reasons not to vote on Paul Biya. His songs, as will 
become clear later, are politically engaged. Nevertheless, the Cameroonian structure which in a 
dictatorship like Cameroon is dependent on the regime more than it is on individuals, does not 
create enough space for Valsero to make a difference or to change the political situation. Unlike 
Cameroon, Senegal did create change through protest. This happened in 2011 when ‘Y-en-a-marre’ 
was founded by various rappers and a few journalists. Rappers Fou Malade, Thiat and Kilifeu 
mobilised thousands of young Senegalese in Dakar and started to protest against the ruling President 
Abdoulaye Wade, the song “Faux! Pas Forcé”, expressed al the frustrations many young Senegalese 
had. The group continued to organise demonstrations after some ‘Y-en-a-marre’ members got 
arrested. Their effort eventually led to Wade’s loss during the 2012 elections. Wade had sought 
support from rappers in order to get closer to young Senegalese during his campaign in 2000. 
However, as became clear from the protests, these youngsters did not support him unconditionally.71 
They used democratic instruments to change their political situation: the freedom of speech and the 
freedom of assembly. 72 
 
 
Threats and technology 
 
 
I asked Valsero if he ever was menaced by the government. He replied: “Yes of course!” I wanted to 
know how. He said that it is generally known that in a dictatorship like Cameroon it is dangerous to 
make engaged music.  
 
 
“They brainwash, everybody knows that certain things, like creating 
engaged music, is dangerous. When people walk in the streets and they 
look at Valsero, they know that he is in danger for my business, for my life, 
for my security. You cannot do your job after that, if a radio station knows 
                                                             
71 https://www.jeuneafrique.com/depeches/58785/politique/senegal-yen-a-marre-appelle-a-
manifester-massivement-vendredi/ 
72 ‘Y-en-a-marre’ thus functioned as a good example of Chabal’s theory regarding the use of 
democratic instruments to create more accountability on African governments P. Chabal, The Politics 
of Suffering and Smiling, 7-9.  
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that the musician can be a danger to the radio station, they don’t play his 
music, you can be censored, not officially but just generally speaking, you 
don’t get a letter or something”. 
 
 
Radio stations have to be cautious. Yet, there are radio DJs that are engaged like Valsero and thus 
play his music. These DJs take risks. Valsero states that three or four radio DJs operate in an engaged 
way, meaning that they play songs which are banned by the Cameroonian government. The 
government does not have to censor musicians officially, because people know that when their 
music is played in venues, which rarely happens, the venue is in danger. Organisations choose not to 
play Valsero because of the risks of having to shut down. Valsero is not officially censored, but he is 
in practice.  
  The digitalisation of the music industry has played an important or vital role in Valsero’s life. 
When I asked him how he thinks that the digitalisation influenced the life of engaged artists he 
replied:  
 
 
“Internet has saved my life man, if I can answer the question in one 
sentence.  Like many engaged artists, digitalisation, online diffusion, gives 
an open circulation, you can follow people on pages, Lapiro was strong 
because he was well known before the internet era, millions of people 
knew him before the internet took over”.  
 
 
Digitalisation changed the government’s stance on how to treat engaged artists like Lapiro de 
Mbanga, Valsero and Xzafrane. “We are open and free. Not entirely because internet on the other 
hand makes it easy for the government to trace down where you are”. Internet facilitates the 
diffusion of Valsero’s music but it also reveals his whereabouts. According to Valsero:  
 
 
“Digitalisation is like fuel for the artist, it accentuates stupidity or greatness 
like with Lapiro de Mbanga who was great. The government cannot block 
the diffusion of engaged music or shut the voice engaged artists have. 
Internet’s power thus saved the work that engaged artists make, it 
therefore saved their lives. It made sure they can have a living”.  
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Valsero states that his life is not who he is, but rather what he is doing, in my opinion a big sign of 
engagement. He believes that you must prove what you claim to be through actions. Diffusion on 
YouTube via internet saved his life by making it possible for him to show the world what he is doing, 
whereas otherwise without YouTube it would be very difficult to show what he does. “Internet gives 
you the possibility to exist. But it does not protect you. The digitalisation of the music industry made 
it very easy for everyone to record music.”  
 The easy spread of online music began in 2003 when Myspace was founded. Artists and 
other users could register, create a page and upload music or videos on the page. Hence, a drastic 
change in the music scene emerged. Where before Myspace one had to buy a CD or vinyl record to 
listen to an artist, one could simply go online and listen to music without having to pay for it. 73 
African artists also used Myspace, albeit a bit later than western artists. Facebook became popular 
after 2008 and it quickly surpassed Myspace, yet, not for artists, since the user interface was not yet 
easy to use for musicians who wished to promote their music or concert. Myspace was not yet in 
decline. This changed in 2010 when Facebook developed its software and created easy video 
uploading possibilities. 2010 marks the year where YouTube became extremely popular and 
Tanzanian artists were online by 2013, says Misa Kibona Clark who investigates the role of traditional 
and social media in the Tanzanian hip hop scene.74 When Valsero released “Lettre au President” in 
2008, a new online era had emerged, an era led by Facebook which became very popular between 
2008 and 2012. 75 Kibona Clark finally refers to politically engaged artists who are even more 
dependent on social media than other artists since they “…no longer attempt to have their music 
played on radio stations and instead invest that money in doing their own marketing.” 76  
 
 
Valsero on Lapiro de Mbanga & Xzafrane   
 
 
Valsero was very much inspired by Lapiro de Mbanga, he said during our interview. His force, his 
courage and his energy charmed him. Love is also engagement, engagement is something that all 
music has. All artists are engaged in a country led by a dictator. I asked Valsero what the difference 
                                                             
73 M. K. Clark, ‘The Role of New and Social Media in Tanzanian Hip-Hop Production’, 1117.  
74 Ibidem, 1118.  
75 Ibidem. 
76 Ibidem, 1122. 
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was between Lapiro de Mbanga’s relationship with the government, and the relationship between 
artists today and Paul Biya’s regime. Valsero replied:  
 
 
“It was the same; it was the same regime of Paul Biya so there was no 
difference. Cameroon did not change. The dictatorship is right now more 
entrenched than it was before. No one votes, the dictatorship is more 
severe. It’s true that today there is more media, thus eyes on what happens, 
but the world is worse than before. When you impose anything in a country, 
you are a dictatorship. The problem and the existence of engaged musicians 
does not lie in Africa itself. Some engaged artists are not truly engaged, 
they make a song which is against the system, but then from day to day 
they work in that system. They use it to sell, the marketing of engagement, 
you get money from it, look at my fucking life”. 
 
 
77 
 
 
 
                                                             
77 One of the stills I took during the interview I took at Valsero’s house.  
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I told Valsero that it is not clear to me why Lapiro was imprisoned and why he was not. He replied: 
“My name is Valsero and I have tasted the game of prison. The only difference between Lapiro de 
Mbanga, and Valsero and Xzafrane is the fact that we make rap and Lapiro made makossa. Lapiro de 
Mbanga was somewhere between hip hop and makossa music” says Valsero.  
 
 
“Lapiro de Mbanga was definitely part of Urban Culture. It is difficult to say 
that Lapiro de Mbanga was part of hip hop music but it is easy to say that 
Lapiro was part of urban culture. His music was also the language of the 
ghetto. He was an urban creature. He spoke pidgin in an urban way, mixed 
with French and English. There is a total difference between engaged 
people and engaged artists. Lapiro de Mbanga was not just an engaged 
artist, his name was engaged, he was fully engaged. He was an engaged 
person who made art. Every action and all his interviews were extremely 
political, that is different from creating an engaged album”.78  
 
 
Valsero did not think that Xzafrane, our next actor, was engaged in his day to day life. He did not 
think that he took risks like Lapiro or Valsero had done every day. True engaged artists were 
politically active outside the music studio, says Valsero:  
 
 
“You should not think that when you sing a song that says, ‘Paul Biya is bad’, 
people automatically respect you. You need to have energy and credit for 
the things you say. The fact that Lapiro de Mbanga was imprisoned in 2008 
was just a moment, a bad timing, whereas his song was released and a 
national protest took place. He released the song in a very turbulent period 
and his entire life before releasing this song had an influence on his 
imprisonment”.79  
 
 
What follows next is the song analysis of a translation of “Lettre au President”. 
 
                                                             
78 Said Valsero during our interview. 
79 Ibidem. 
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80 A selfie with Valsero (l), Nsangou (middle) and me (r).  
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Song analysis “Lettre au President”  
 
 
Verse one  
 
Excuse me my president 
But I have to speak to you 
In your name they all speak,  
but in our no one speaks 
They say they are defending your politics 
It seems like they are following your program 
But is it you that decided,  
to exclude us from the range 
I want to know president why? 
For us this does not work 
I have done many years,  
of studying but I haven’t found a job 
You remember that you promised us that we would get out of the tunnel  
We are still in it, the same ones are third wheeling  
Look at the sidewalk these girls don’t have a choice 
They are not even sixteen years old 
Selling their bodies 
They don’t have a choice 
It seems like school is pointless 
The guys they fart shit  
Whilst your ministers  
Show off on our streets 
 
 
An interesting difference between Lapiro de Mbanga and Valsero is the way they address Paul Biya. 
The first sentence of “Lettre au President” directly shows that Valsero addresses the president in a 
kind but also unserious way, by calling him presi. Lapiro de Mbanga called him a tired grandfather. 
Lapiro de Mbanga was also sentenced to prison, so perhaps Valsero thought that a certain approach 
would prevent him from being arrested. Valsero then refers to the way Paul Biya represents the 
country. The citizens do not have a voice and there is no democracy. Cameroonians are defending 
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Biya’s politics by following his program. Notwithstanding, there is no interaction between the 
Cameroonians and the government. Valsero continues by rapping that “this does not work for us”, he 
wants change. His personal motivation is also explained. Valsero explains that how unemployment is 
an important motive for him to rap. He studied for years but there was no work for him. 
Unemployment was a major problem in Cameroon and still is today.  
 Biya’s negative economic results explained by Fonge in the first chapter of this thesis laid the 
base of the everlasting economic crisis. Unemployment became a serious problem and lasted until 
2008. This was the same year where Valsero graduated and could not find a job. Valsero studied to 
become an engineer in telecommunications. He started to work at a radio station as a radio DJ. 
Magic FM and Radio SIANTOU were the radio stations where he started his career. Valsero then 
moved to Satellite FM 96.6 in Yaoundé. He became a promising DJ and worked during primetime 
hours. He then started to form a rap group called Ultimatum, they played together for three years. 
He eventually had to step out of the group because he needed more time to focus on his study. After 
he finished his telecommunication study, he formed another rap group called K’roz’n with his two 
friends Asan and Holmes. 81  
 
 
Chorus  
 
Oh President stop this 
Is this your job 
Oh by god, I swear someone else will get the job done  
The people are tired of it, the youth is tired of it 
We also want to taste, the taste of honey otherwise we put you away 
 
Verse two 
 
President your friends live in the inner land 
As if they were passing through 
They gain fortunes, experts in robberies   
They are arrogant, they frustrate the people 
They step on the rules and they do what they want 
They also want to make you look  
                                                             
81 http://voice4thought.org/valsero/ 
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Like the jerk of service, an overrun president 
They only have one dream to replace you 
Take your spot is an established goal 
President, Cameroon is doing bad 
Even with peace Cameroon is doing very bad 
Cameroon is a source of martyrs  
It is starving, many want to leave 
The one responsible here is you 
The bearer of security of the little people is you 
Above all don’t turn away 
Otherwise, it would be like in February  
you will get young people who lose control 
President, the youth does not dream anymore 
President, the youth can’t anymore 
The majority dies 
In the emptiness they fall 
And when the world moves on 
We in the inner land go backwards 
President, your friends don’t like you 
It's true that deep down you don't like them either  
They plunder the funds,  
extensively and you, you don’t speak out 
And when they change sides, 
you send them your big arm 
Arm, come president stop this 
Your system is weak, 
and shows too many failures, we should not  
tell you twice to do your job, 
and your job is to stop this 
 
 
In this second verse Valsero attacks Paul Biya’s ministers. They act as if they are better than the rest. 
The robberies are the corrupt financial frauds that occur often through Biya’s system of patronage. 
Valsero then explains to Biya that the country is not doing well. There is peace, however, the 
economic situation is horrible. Cameroon is a source of martyrs, because many people die from 
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famine. Death puts an end to famine and unfortunately, many die because of famine. This is due to 
the economic stagnation, which endured in Cameroon since Paul Biya got in power in 1982. Valsero 
threatens Paul Biya by saying that, if Biya does not change, new protests shall emerge. The 2008 riots 
were dramatic with several death casualties. A striker’s march ended up in an anti-Biya campaign 
writes Julius A. Amin in his ‘Cameroonian youths and the protest of February 2008’. 82 Streets in 
Douala, Yaoundé and other cities were filled with looting, violence and police brutality. A state of 
emergency was announced and after a few days of protest Biya reacted to the protests saying that 
he would persecute the ‘demons’ that had started the mayhem. 83This was the same protest, which 
led to Lapiro de Mbanga’s arrest.  
There are no dreams for the Cameroonian youth, this is due to the high unemployment rate. 
When I resided in Yaoundé, my good friend Nsangou Ahmed explained that if it had not been for his 
father’s family who was relatively rich in Fumban, an Anglophone town in the north of Cameroon, it 
would have been impossible to go to University. While studying he eventually found out that he 
wanted to become a doctor. Switching was impossible due to the expensive university fees. Valsero 
thinks that the Cameroonian society is balancing on a ledge. Nsangou did not have a shower, during a 
visit at OTHNI he asked if he could use the shower, he was in ecstasy when he had showered for five 
minutes. This is an example of how poor even relatively rich people have to live in Paul Biya’s 
Cameroon.  
 While the rest of the world develops, Cameroon stays behind. Cameroon does not develop as 
fast as the rest of the world, says Valsero. it is the economy which is stuck due to corruption. Merely 
71 percent of Cameroon’s youth was literate around 2012. This is a good example of Cameroon’s 
situation. However, compared to other African countries this rate seems to be relatively good.84 
Valsero continues this verse by stating that Biya’s friends or ministers are only with him since they 
can plunder and steal money through corruption. They can do this under Paul Biya’s protection. 
Valsero refers to this by talking about his protecting arm. Valsero finally states that Paul Biya’s 
system is weak and his job is to avoid the system from getting weak. 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
82 J. A. Amin, ‘Cameroonian youths and the protest of February 2008’, in: Cahiers d’Études Africaines, 
Vol. 52, Cahier 211 (2013) 677-697, 677.  
83 Ibidem, 677-679. 
84 http://uis.unesco.org/country/CM, table which contains information regarding literacy under 
youth in Cameroon. I compared Cameroon’s literacy with Ivory Coast (43.9 %) and Nigeria’s (51%) 
literacy rates.  
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Verse three 
 
President, Today I specify   
The thought of the people,  
because you need to decide 
You work for him or you work against him,  
It is for you to see if the threat persists 
President the people are strong 
Even if we sometimes tell you that it is dead 
The people are sovereign, they are never wrong 
It has the power of numbers, they can make you wrong 
We are not afraid of death 
Even if your friends call the cops for back-up 
They say that you are the lion man  
But they have one dream, kill the lion 
They advocate repression 
Using cannons against your people that’s just stupid  
Listen to your people when they tell you “no” 
They might make noise, but they have reasons to do so 
President, what are your intentions? 
President, do you have solutions? 
Because it has to change in the inner land 
Because if not, my friend, you’ll have another dream 
  
Valsero starts this verse by concentrating on whom this song is dedicated to. The emphasis on Paul 
Biya is visible. The power of the more than twenty million Cameroonians who can join forces and 
fight its regime, is also discussed. Paul Biya’s friends are his friends because of the patronage system. 
The use of canons refers to the shootings in 2008 during the February strike. Firearms were used to 
restore order, leading to several death casualties. The government has no ears for the Cameroonian 
youth. The release year of “Lettre au President” is very important. 2008 was a special year for various 
reasons, like Lapiro’s imprisonment and the February strike. Karin Barber wrote that songs can: 
 
 “...linger in the mind after the episode of collective action continue to have 
effects long after the moments in which they happened, so do the songs 
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associated with them: they stay in the memory and may indeed become the 
central peg on which narratives of the past action are hung”. 85 
 
 
The dramatic protests of February 2008 were an event which would be remembered for many years. 
It influenced the Cameroonian structure since all individuals got to understand until what extent they 
could move, or protest within their structure. They hence understood that if they would revolt, death 
would be on the lure. The 2008 protests were accompanied by Valsero’s “Lettre au President”, 
because it speaks of the problems Cameroon faced at that time. Valsero represented the 
Cameroonian youth in this song.  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
85 K. Barber, A History of African Popular Culture, 114.  
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3. Xzafrane: the unmotivated youth 
 
 
Apart from being a historian, I am also a musician. I play in a hip hop band. We had fifty concerts in 
our debut year. Most of my spare time I produce hip hop beats with a computer program called 
Ableton. While working with Ableton I create progressive hip hop and sometimes break beat. This is 
important to know because it has a very important influence on this thesis, whereas a musician is 
writing a work on protest music. I understand music as something that everyone interprets in her or 
his own way and that music can connect people. Hip hop is my favorite genre and I chose Lapiro de 
Mbanga and Valsero because of their political engagement as actors but more importantly, because I 
liked their music. When I was scanning through YouTube, its algorithm led me to Xzafrane’s song 
“Nouveaux President”. The video clip was modern, whereas Lapiro de Mbanga had very old footage 
in his clips and Valsero’s “Lettre au President” was ten years old. Xzafrane’s clip with slow-motion 
effects and its trap beat, a modern type of hip hop, made me believe that this was the voice of a new 
generation.  
 Valsero had given Xzafrane’s phone number. I called him and asked if he would be open to 
give an interview. He agreed and proposed to meet in Titi Garage. He explained that it might not be 
safe for me to travel to his part of town. We agreed upon meeting at the gas station next to OTHNI, it 
was a very hot day and Nsangou and I were waiting for Xzafrane at the gas station for at least one 
hour. Many cars stopped at the gas station to have their engines washed with water, because of the 
high amount of dust on the roads. Twenty somewhat cars were washed during our wait. When 
Xzafrane finally arrived, we took him to OTHNI and settled in the front garden.  
 This chapter assesses the voice of the new generation. A generation that likes to listen to 
modern hip hop, or trap music as will be discussed later in this chapter. Xzafrane works within a new 
paradigm of hip hop. This chapter examines his biography, the new form of hip hop called trap music 
and recent political developments in Paul Biya’s regime. We finish this last chapter with a thorough 
analysis of the song “Nouveaux President”, released on the EP Cinq Majeurs in 2017.  
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Xzafrane, the voice of a new generation  
 
 
Christian Abessolo grew up in a small village in the centre of Cameroon. His artist name is Xzafrane, a 
name that does not mean anything, he wanted to find a word which did not exist yet. He is 28 years 
old and has a one year old son. He lives with his wife and child. He studied Communication at 
ESSTIC.87 He finished his degree in 2014. When he finished his studies, he released his album Un 
Million de Problem, he worked together with Valsero on this album. He then released an EP named 
Cinq Majeurs. A five-track EP which contains “Nouveaux President”, the song I analyse in this thesis. 
He explained that he carries many risks with his work. His music is produced within the frame of afro 
music. He raps about suffering, famine and violence. His was inspired by Cameroonian rappers, 
Valsero, Krotal, and of course Afro American artists like Dr. Dre, Nate Dogg and 50 Cent. Tupac was 
also an important rapper for Xzafrane’s development. He states that Tupac Shakur was more of a 
thug, or a gangster, but he preferred his enemy Notorious B.I.G.’s music when it comes down to flow 
and lyrics.88 Xzafrane explains how he liked poetry but when he found rap in 2001, he was amazed by 
the beat and thus knew that he wanted to become a rapper one day. Xzafrane is a true entrepreneur 
and runs an audio-visual company called Afam, which also has an artist management section.  
                                                             
86 One of the stills I took during the interview with Xzafrane in OTHNI Yanoundé.  
87 École Supérieur de Sciences Technic de l’Information et Communication in Yaoundé. 
88 Tupac Shakur and Notorious B.I.G. are hip hop’s most famous rappers untill today. They were 
famous in the mid 1990s, but both got assassinated. Tupac Shakur died first in September 1996, 
Notorious B.I.G. died in March 1997. They were enemies to each other.  
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 Xzafrane explained during the interview how he thought that violence was not an instrument 
the government would use against engaged musicians. “The government has strategies to deal with 
the engaged musicians without visible violent attacks, says Xzafrane. It is us who control the 
internet”. When I asked Xzafrane if it was easy for Cameroonian youth to record music he asked if I 
meant, engaged rap or normal rap, he thought differently about hip hop than Valsero. He believed 
that there was a difference between hip hop and engaged hip hop, whereas Valsero explicitly said 
that all hip hop was engaged. Xzafrane thought that for him engaged hip hop meant sending a 
message through music and he thought that today hip hop is very important, since in Cameroon, 
some rappers are amongst the richest of their society. “They are millionaires without ever having left 
the country”, he said. Xzafrane explained that he wondered if young artists wanted to become a 
celebrity or wanted to write history. His ideas on the possibilities artists have in Cameroon are similar 
to things Tabapsi, the cultural journalist said regarding engaged artists in Cameroon. Tabapsi 
explained how the government did not develop a national theatre, or other venues on purpose, 
whereas Yaoundé does possess an enormous athletic stadium. The governmental investment is 
visible in sports but non-existent in culture. The government knows that by building venues, the 
oppressed get a stage. The government will not fund its own possible decline. Xzafrane explained 
how there are some halls that are bigger but also very expensive. 300 people visited his first show of 
the Cinq Majeurs tour. The second show was outside and therefore had 4000 visitors. “The halls are 
small, therefore we had a show outside”. It was a free show, making the job of an engaged artist not 
a lucrative one.  
  
 
Modern times, modern hip hop 
 
 
One of today’s advantages is technology. Xzafrane explained how he thought that recording good 
quality music nowadays can be done without a super advanced studio or expensive devices. “The 
technical developments make it easy to get good quality sound in a studio with a simple microphone 
and a small console”. He explains how he and his colleagues share a studio called ‘Master of the 
game’, “Valsero used it as well”. Only hip hop and rap is recorded in the studio. It guards a certain 
identity. It is located in his ghetto, Mini Femme, he has access to the studio at any moment of the 
day. If he wants to record at midnight, he rings his producer and they start recording. I asked him if 
the government does not boycott the studio in a way. He replied, “They can’t because it is a private 
hidden studio”. Xzafrane explained during our interview how he grew up with all styles of hip hop, 
however, his song “Nouveaux President” is created within a certain musical framework. 
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This type of hip hop and rap is modern and started in Atlanta in the early 2000s, it is thus a relatively 
late evolution of hip hop since hip hop was founded in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  
 Trap refers to trap houses, a house where drugs were cooked and sold. The Atlanta rap group 
Three 6 Mafia is seen as the first trap hip hop group. It was only until 2010 that trap became a music 
genre. Today trap is becoming influential in pop music where many songs use one of trap’s 
characteristics, which is a rolling hi hat. Noisey, a media channel from Vice, a digital media and 
broadcasting company, documented the existence of trap music as a subculture in a ten episode 
documentary. 89 The main goal of American trap music is to discuss drugs sale and everything that 
comes with it: violence, drug wars, and addiction. All these subjects are discussed in trap music. One 
rapper in the documentary says: “When a rapper is rapping you should be able to smell the dope 
cooking”.90 Xzafrane works within the framework of trap hip hop but he does not refer to the 
subjects that trap usually discusses. He uses this modern type of hip hop to express his feelings 
regarding in the state. His music style represents a new era in hip hop culture.  
 
 
Xzafrane and the government  
 
 
I asked him how the relationship between him and the Cameroonian government was. “C’est pas 
tranquille”, not a calm relationship. Yet, he did not describe it as a relationship filled with conflict. 
The government is not haunting him. I asked him how it was possible that after releasing “Nouveaux 
President”, Xzafrane did not get into trouble with the authorities. He believed that it might appear 
that this song holds the president responsible for Cameroon’s problems, but it is very much more a 
song that calls for change. He explained how he did not wish to put Cameroon’s structural problems 
on one person’s lap. According to Xzafrane, everyone is responsible for the development of the 
country.  
 Xzafrane emailed me his press book where I could find more important info about his 
biography, but it also gave me some insight on how he sells his act as an engaged artist. One of the 
first statements you come across while reading the press book is the type of artist Xzafrane claims to 
be. He is an engaged artist for the development of Cameroon and a slave of the truth. He is searching 
for hidden lies “swallowed by Africans”. He wants to help young Cameroonians by creating a more 
                                                             
89 Noisey Atlanta, welcome to the trap, directed by Thomas Morton, Vice, 2016. 
https://video.vice.com/en_us/video/welcome-to-the-
trap/55ce4bb923652a5532d4fbd8?playlist=57d6b69ea3041509e55911e6 
90 Ibidem.  
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promising situation. He explains that for him, music is a weapon for battle and a way to fight pain in 
life. To fight the Cameroonian government, because the youth lives in a dramatic situation where 
they cannot decide their own future. He started making music as a young child. A new cultural 
movement subjugates the Cameroonian youth and in 2000 Xzafrane realised that he loved rap music. 
During our interview he furthermore mentioned young Cameroonians often and also said that he 
wanted to help Cameroon develop. His emphasis was very clear, he focused on the youth. His 
audience is comprised out of young Cameroonians who prefer modern hip hop than old school hip 
hop beats.  It is easier for young Cameroonians to identify themselves with Xzafrane than with 
Valsero who is 43 years old.  
 
91 
 
 
 Xzafrane, the voice of the youth has not found a way to stop Paul Biya. Paul Biya will not 
resign. If we look at other African countries like Burkina Faso, we see that protests can lead to 
resignation. Adam Branch and Zachariah Mampilly write that the third wave of African protests are 
against the independent governments that proved unable to create change in the 1980s and 1990s. 
                                                             
91 Fragment of Xzafrane’s pressbook.  
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Paul Biya’s government fits this profile perfectly. Burkina Faso knew heavy protests towards the end 
of October 2014. President Blaise Compaoré tried to push an amendment through parliament which 
would provide a third term. Hundreds of thousands eventually revolted. Branch and Mampilly wrote: 
 
 
“Finally, frustrated at the lack of response of the government, thousands of 
protesters smashed their way into parliament compound, setting ablaze 
vehicles and ransacking the building. Soon, flames flickered up the side of 
the white-tiled structure as soldiers stood by and watched. Other 
government buildings were soon burning, and, despite the military’s 
attempt to put down the uprising, Compaoré had no choice but to 
announce his resignation on the following day.” 92 
 
 
Setting parliament on fire with soldiers that stand by and watch, is something that is hard to imagine 
in Cameroon where the 2008 protest led to various deaths. 2012, Paul Biya’s 30th office year, was 
another year filled with protests, but protesters were backed off with teargas. 93A third term seems 
very short if we consider Paul Biya’s persistent 36 years in office. Xzafrane is probably a very small 
actor against Paul Biya’s regime which is definitely more persistent than Compaoré’s government 
was. During the uprising in Burkina Faso, citizens did not use instruments of democracy, they used 
extreme measures to create change. Individual actors set their structure on fire, their agency knew 
no boundaries through bullets or teargas. Chabal believes that the notion on agency is one of the 
most important approaches in the analysis of African politics. 94 I think that it is indeed very useful, 
yet, even more so when we can compare government reactions on uprisings in various African 
countries.  Comparative analysis in this case leads to knowledge about Cameroon’s government, 
since a clear image of its reaction on protests within an African perspective is drawn. This tells us a 
lot about the character of the government and thus gives us valuable information regarding the 
relationship between the government and protest musicians. Burkina Faso’s uprising and Sengal’s 
protests led by the ‘Y-en-a-marre’ movement thus helped us understand Cameroon’s situation to a 
higher extent.  
 
                                                             
92 A. Branch, Z. Mampilly, Africa Uprising. Popular Protest and Political Change (Londen 2015) 67.  
93 Article on 2012 protests in Cameroon, https://www.reuters.com/article/ozatp-cameroon-protest-
20121107-idAFJOE8A600B20121107 
94 P. Chabal, The Poltics of Suffering and Similing, 6-7.  
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95 Xzafrane and I in the garden of OTHNI in Yaoundé.  
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Xzafrane’s actions in a destroyed climate 
 
 
Xzafrane’s struggle against tribalism, which is a synonym for patronage, is interesting because his call 
for change on his Facebook profile was accompanied by a call to share his new video clip. 96 Facebook 
post A. shows that his marketing as an artist lies underneath a façade of fighting corruption. He has 
several, similar posts. He asks his followers to share his posts which stress issues like patronage, but 
this simultaneously leads to more views, leading to more popularity and more money from YouTube. 
Marketing is a difficult subject regarding engaged artists. When can we state that an engaged artist 
exploits the political malfunctioning of his community? This is a matter of interpretation. I believe 
that it depends on the artist’s actions outside music production. General Valsero attains various 
oppositional conferences and Lapiro de Mbanga had been closely tied to the oppositional parties. 
They both show a strong image of political agency. Xzafrane just started his musical career and 
therefore has not yet created a clear image of how engaged he is outside the recording studio. In 
addition, his company Afam is commercial and has nothing political. It must be very difficult for an 
artist, that runs a video clip and artist management enterprise, to be politically active outside the 
studio.  
 Hence, I believe Xzafrane is not thoroughly engaged like Lapiro de Mbanga or Valsero. But 
does this have to do with Xzafrane’s willingness or does his structure not leave enough space for him 
to become as engaged as Lapiro and Valsero? In other words, did the structure change the actor’s 
ability to facilitate change? Lapiro de Mbanga was tied to the opposition, was very straight forward in 
his opinion regarding the government, was menaced, and finally got imprisoned. In this case I do not 
believe that the structure per se changed, I think that Lapiro’s imprisonment was a sign for Valsero 
and Xzafrane to watch out. Furthermore, it was until 2010 that Facebook became a useful media for 
engaged artists in Africa to promote their music and to create a fan base. This is a change of the 
structure, however, this change is not fed by the government, but was a mere result of technological 
online development. This technological change gave Xzafrane more tools to be an engaged musician. 
As long as Xzafrane does not show active political engaging behaviour like Valsero does by posting 
activist posts almost every day, then Xzafrane will not be considered to be as engaged as Lapiro or 
Valsero. The typing of a few words on the internet can be just as engaged as participating in a 
demonstration, especially in a time where Twitter posts can lead to political turmoil. 97 Nevertheless, 
Xzafrane does not post frequently on media like Facebook.  
                                                             
96 His Facebook post was posted on October 23 and can be consulted on picture A.  
97 www.twitter.com/realdonaldtrump. 
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 Today, agency in Cameroon seems to be limited. This becomes evident when we compare 
modern protests with protests during the 1920s. An African strike in the 1920s was the tax protest 
led by women in villages in eastern Nigeria. Resentment by women in this area due to a weaker 
social position as a result of colonial legislation, had led to turmoil. Artificial chiefs abused their 
power by assessing women’s wealth. Women started singing offensive songs as a form of 
resentment. This happened in Oloko, an Igbo village in 1929. The chief sent his male household to 
attack the women. Eight women were injured. This example given in Karin Barber’s book is an 
example of protest through music in the early twentieth century. The offensive song was an 
expression of the feelings women in Oloko had and it was a weapon against the artificial chief. This 
conflict led to a violent uprising with thousands of women in and around Oloko and other Igbo 
towns. At Aba, a nearby town, women did not only attack the district officer’s office like happened in 
other towns, the women also started looting the local bank and molesting the native court. A group 
of angry women would find their district officer’s house and start a performance in front of the 
house. Dressed in provocative outfits, sexual dance was accompanied by singing horrifying songs, 
Barber states that lyrics like: “what is the smell? Death is the smell!” were sung at night. Foreign 
institutional spaces like, administrative buildings, native court buildings, European shops and banks 
were attacked by angry women. These spaces undermined women rights, unlike African markets, 
which were ruled by women. Women demanded restoration of their position within their community 
during these attacks. 98 
 The women’s war was an organised form of protest against colonial rule. The gestures, songs 
and performing character of the 1929 protests were copied by various women protests against oil 
spillage and environmental destruction. An important statement Barber makes is that the action 
itself was the protest, the singing combined with dancing was thus a weapon against oppression.99 
New independent African governments used music to reach the population by cultural means. 
According to Barber, governments did this, “by sponsoring music groups and concert parties, by 
controlling radio and television programming and by staging spectacles such as the Black and African 
Arts Festivals in Dakar in 1966 and in Lagos in 1977. When co-optation fell short, many regimes 
added censorship and, in some cases, outright persecution of cultural producers”. 100 Attacks on 
colonial rulers by women did not take place in one place. They occurred in various places over time. 
It is interesting to see that uprisings became less violent in Cameroon. Movements like Y-en-Marre 
did not create a similar protest movement on the streets of Cameroon after 2008. It is difficult to 
define whether this has anything to do with the power of Valsero and Xzafrane, or that this has much 
                                                             
98 K. Barber, A History of African Popular Culture, 100-104.   
99 Ibidem, 101-102. 
100 Ibidem, 101.  
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more to do with the agency of Cameroonian individuals. Artists might not be convincing enough to 
mobilise thousands into protest against their government, but I think the lack of change has more to 
do with the willingness of Cameroonians in general. Knowing that these citizens will not protest 
perhaps developed a softer approach from the Cameroonian government towards protest rappers. If 
artists do cross a border, Paul Biya’s regime would probably not hesitate to imprison an opposing 
artist. 
 It became clear to me that Xzafrane perhaps was not as political as an actor outside the 
music studio and his Facebook page. He was still representing a new generation. A generation who 
was very conscious of the political circumstance. I spoke to two young Cameroonians about how they 
expressed themselves. Franck Olama, a sixteen year old student explained to me that he would love 
to be a rapper. He wanted to get out of the poor situation he resides in. He loves hip hop and is a 
very good dancer. I had an Apple Iphone 8 which has a good camera. Franck and his friend asked if I 
could film them while dancing. They were part of hip hop culture not as rappers but as dancers. 
Franck explained that when he danced, he forgot his daily problems. Hip hop was a lifestyle and this 
lifestyle helped Franck Olama in expressing himself. He listened to trap from the United States and 
he did know who Lapiro de Mbanga and Valsero where, he had however, never heard of Xzafrane. 101 
 
 
                                                             
101 Interview with Franck Olama can be seen through link in bibliography. 
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102 Image A. Facebook post on 23-10-2018 https://www.facebook.com/xzafrane/ 
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103 Image B. Facebook post on 22-09-2018 https://www.facebook.com/xzafrane/ 
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104 Images C. Franck Olama talking about what hip hop music and dance means to him (top) and in 
action on the hill in front of OTHNI in Yaoundé.  
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105 These two stills are pictures from the video I shot while recording two improvisation verses on a 
hip hop beat I had created during my stay. The songs can be found on my Soundcloud page: 
https://soundcloud.com/cyruskush/xzafrane-freestyle-yaounde Since we did not really discuss the 
freestyle session but just did it, I chose not to incorporate further discussion of the recording of this 
song in this thesis. I believe that the song speaks for itself.  
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Song analysis “Nouveaux President” 
 
 
Xzafrane’s song “Nouveaux President” was a single on his Cinq Majeurs EP. It is an EP that contains 
five songs. The song in question was very well received in 2017 whereas an article was written about 
it on Voila-Moi, an important blog regarding Cameroonian music. The government censored 
Xzafrane’s Cinq Majeurs EP, however, it still found its way through Facebook and YouTube. It was 
YouTube who introduced me to “Nouveaux President”. The government can only block one river in a 
complex connected delta. YouTube and Facebook are out of the government’s reach, Xzafrane can 
spread his music with or without censorship. His Cinq Majeurs EP discusses societal problems like 
aggression against homosexuality, robberies, corruption, and tribalism.  
 
Chorus  
 
New president 
Who will be the next president 
new president 
We wait for the new president  
new president  
We wait for the next president  
new president  
Who will be the next president  
 
Verse one 
 
People are giving out some names 
saying things will never change  
That our next president will be from CPDM 
I can put my hands in fire, I can actually bet 
that the majority of them have never voted 
What makes evil to persist  
Is the passiveness of the writers  
many of them are smooth talkers 
but wolves in their daily life 
Are different at all from those we throw stones at 
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Amongst us I see thousands of Issa Tchiroma  
Our problem is also our mentality  
I wished we could be example figures  
Even with a new president it is obvious, nothing will change  
Regarding our country we are really not engaged 
we have crucified ethics and moral in public sphere  
pretending that we are angels while our lives are a disgrace 
Internet, bars and clubs educate our kids  
for parents are busy working looking for money to eat 
We complain about unemployment but run when jobs come  
position is why we struggle to be civil servants 
High time for us to talk about radical change  
for ruling parties for 20 years is also dictatorship 
We are 20 million presidents  
20 million politicians  
20 million critics  
20 million musicians  
20 million football players, referees and coaches 
20 million of small gods and experts in everything  
Change does not come through a magic stick  
every one of us has a role to play in it 
Let us not forget change can come from the bottom  
If the system has failed, the citizens can bring forth freedom 
 
 
The chorus is simple. Like mentioned before, Xzafrane does not attack Biya, but sends a message to 
Cameroonians to start thinking about their responsibility for a better Cameroon. This responsibility is 
an interesting aspect because he thus looks at the societal problems from a broader perspective. Of 
course: the government is corrupt, but the citizens must also change the way they are living. This 
connects well with ideas from an article that Francis B. Nyamnjoh wrote regarding Cameroon’s 
overall mentality. He wrote how the opposition did nothing after it had won the municipal elections 
in 1996 and the CPDM government imposed delegates in order to gain effective control. 106 This 
                                                             
106 F.B. Nyamnjoh, ‘Commentary: Cameroon: a country united by ethnic ambition and difference’, in: 
African Affairs, Vol. 98, No. 390 (January 1999) 101-118, 103.  
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reserved behaviour seems to prevent Biya’s resignation. Xzafrane asks who will succeed the 
president and explains that Cameroonians are waiting. “People are giving out some names” refers to 
possible candidates for the presidential elections, held in October 2018. CPDM is the ruling party of 
Biya, the people that are held eligible are not from the opposition, Xzafrane is sure that they never 
participated in voting since the system is corrupt, there is thus no need to vote. The lyricists are 
politicians, writers, smooth talkers whom are wolves in Xzafrane’s eyes. Issa Tchiroma was a well-
known politician who was imprisoned after the political coup in 1984. He was released after six years 
of prison. Tchiroma then participated in a protest in Garoua. This led to his second arrest, however, 
public dissent and pressure from the Secretary-General from the north province soon led to his 
release. Tchiroma was a freedom fighter from the north. Biya appointed Tchiroma Minister of 
Transport in 1992, an interesting move. This most likely happened due to the accusations of corrupt 
elections, which were won by Biya in that same year. Xzafrane then continues the verse by stating 
that he wishes to see people who can be good examples to the rest of society. Xzafrane refers to the 
agency of citizens, since in his opinion, people must act in order to facilitate change. According to 
Xzafrane, change from the Cameroonians was necessary. Without a different mentality, a new 
president could not create change.   
 Ethics do not play a role in the public sphere, says Xzafrane. Parents are fed up with finding 
financial means in a difficult economic situation, therefore children learn more on the internet and 
bars, since parents have no time for parenthood. He then expresses his disbelief in citizens. Xzafrane 
explains that unemployment is more a case of drive than of economic decline. Again, Xzafrane 
blames the citizens instead of the government. He calls for radical change, since twenty years of 
ruling is the same as dictatorship. We must see this as a call to change to political structure not 
necessarily the change of president. This is something that I find strange since it was Biya who 
implemented new laws which expanded his presidency. In fact, Paul Biya is to blame for his extended 
rule, however, he did this with the support of his ministers who enjoy financial fortune which Biya’s 
corrupt government created. 107 Xzafrane explains that Biya’s entire administration is to blame. The 
final sentences activate the Cameroonian citizen. Xzafrane explains that you can be who you want. 
Twenty million is of course the amount of citizens that resided in Cameroon in 2017, thus referring to 
all Cameroonians. He ends the verse by explaining that the people can change the system. They have 
to do this in order to facilitate freedom. 
 
 
                                                             
107 J. Takougang, ‘The 2002 legislative election in Cameroon: a retrospective on Cameroon’s stalled 
democracy movement’, 423. 
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Verse two 
 
Our new president shall be a pro Cameroonian  
A person willing to fight on behalf of citizens  
A brave patriot and nationalistic leader 
A true pan Africanist with the heart beating for his people  
Our new president will no longer be afraid of us  
Will be able to leave his place and laugh and cry with us  
No need to close up business and stores when moving out  
He won’t be afraid to walk without guards and guns  
We need a man who motivates through his proximity  
Someone who does not stay quiet in times of crisis  
A charismatic man, a chief guided by a vision 
Who does not flatter citizens at the eve of elections  
The new president should collaborate with the youth  
Not only wait for youth day to come forth with a speech 
He should protect us from all enterprises 
That are exploding us with neither contracts nor wages 
I can say that this system does not protect us at all  
Our youth is neglected, exploited and abandoned 
Mr. President it is time to choose your collaborators 
The respect of the public goods, rigor and ethnics   
Competences, meritocracy and patriotic spirit  
Respect of human rights, charisma and leadership 
Are to take into account before every nomination  
Mr. new President may we respect the law 
And learn to quit your function when mandate ends  
 
 
Xzafrane starts the second verse by portraying an image of a suitable president. Xzafrane points out 
that Paul Biya works together with the French, making him not nationalistic. He wants the next 
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president to be nationalistic. The relationship between France and its old colonies are called 
Françafrique and Parfait Tabapsi had an interesting statement regarding these politics. While 
interviewing Xzafrane I reminded myself of how lucky I was to be able to find people like Tabapsi. 
Thanks to my thesis supervisor and thanks to OTHNI. One day I woke up and got introduced to a 
historian, Wilfried Mwenye, who was visiting Martin Ambara of OTHINI, Ambara asked if I could 
explain my research to the historian. I tried to do so in my best French and he understood 
completely. He named a few protest musicians and then gave me Tabapsi’s telephone number. I sent 
him a message and we set an appointment at L’institut Français du Cameroun in the city centre of 
Yaoundé. After I had waited for an hour, he finally arrived. He is a very polite man who knows a great 
deal about Lapiro de Mbanga. I told him that I thought it was funny that the French institution did 
not represent anything I had seen in Yaoundé. Everything inside the institution reminded me of 
Europe. Even the sandwiches tasted European.   
When I asked Tabapsi whether he believed that European governments still try to effect 
African countries through culture, he replied:  
 
 
“Look at where we are right now, there is a library and they organise art 
expositions. The books are not written by Africans, nor are the expositions 
made by Cameroonian artists. They do not create a stage for 
Cameroonians, they merely promote the French culture”. 
 
 
I thought that the restaurant was the only western thing but there was a big French footprint set in 
this institution with an apparent goal. Instead of helping an old colony to find its own identity and 
work within its own ideals and culture, a big institution to preserve the French culture in the capital 
of Cameroon had been developed. I checked the library and had a quick peak at the books. Sections 
of the world in the library were labelled as Asia, Orient, Extreme Orient, books regarding L’Afrique 
Noir, seemed to be written within an old-fashioned mentality. Even though these books were written 
within an old mentality, they are available at the French institution and thus still used today. Neo-
colonialism on a certain level does exist. The preservation of the French culture in Cameroon through 
institutions like L’institute Français was proof.  
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Back to the remaining part of the verse. Xzafrane continues by stating that the president lives a life of 
fear, afraid that anyone would attack him. Protecting the president is important, however, Xzafrane 
believes that there is no link between the Cameroonian people and Paul Biya, meaning that the 
president needs extra protection. He then continues by saying that the youth is left unheard. The 
only day Paul Biya connects with young Cameroonians is on youth day where he delivers an hour-
long speech on what the youth must do, without having heard what they need. Communication 
between the government and young Cameroonians comes from one direction only. The rapper then 
continues the verse by stating that Cameroonian companies do not treat their employees well. There 
are no contracts, thus for most Cameroonians a stable income cannot be guaranteed. The current 
political system offers no protection of Cameroonians, Xzafrane asks the president to respect the 
human rights. Protests like in 2008 were disrupted with a lot of violence. Xzafrane ends the verse by 
asking the president to end his office when the mandate ends. Biya has not quit his office since he 
got in power in 1982, he did this through a law he imposed which extended his ever-lasting reign.  
 
 
Our grandfather is tired he can go and rest 
All your motions of support won’t change anything 
Our grandfather is tired time for him to go and rest 
My fellow citizens please come let’s release that man 
Our grandfather is tired time for him to go and rest 
                                                             
108 Parfait Tabapsi is standing next to me, as we took a picture with one of his friends he ran into at 
the French institution. 
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Time to get a retirement place for him 
Our grandfather is tired time for him to go and rest 
Let him organise elections and leave his place 
 
 
‘Our grandfather is tired he can go and rest’ refers to Lapiro de Mbanga’s “Constitution Constipée”. 
Lapiro used the same sentence and this song led to Lapiro’s imprisonment. Paul Biya was born in 
1933, he needs to step down from the presidential chair. Xzafrane asks all Cameroonians to join 
forces to remove the president from his chair. He finishes the song by asking the president if he can 
continue his office until October 2018. According to Xzafrane, Paul Biya should not run for another 
term. 109 
                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
109 Lyrics “Constitution Constipée” Lapiro de Mbanga 2008 referring to the sentence Le pater est 
fatigué found at https://www.antiwarsongs.org/canzone.php?lang=en&id=22653 
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Conclusion 
 
 
The relationship between Paul Biya’s regime and politically engaged artists knew a complex structure. 
The interviews, articles, books, videos and most importantly songs, have made this a very interesting 
inquiry. These sources undeniably brought us closer to the main question of this research. The 
relationship between Cameroonian protest musicians and the government had a dynamic structure 
which somehow seemed to have a set of rules. Threats at all times, Paul Biya as main subject in songs, 
and unemployment as a subject in songs somehow are part of the correspondence between the 
government who speak in action and the artists that speak through music. This research showed how 
powerful music can be and how corrupt some governments are. The Cameroonian government has 
definitely hijacked the musical infrastructure. Big music venues are almost non-existent. I became 
very pessimistic regarding Cameroon’s options for becoming a free democracy, because Paul Biya has 
been in charge for 36 years. Thus far, no uprising has led to change. Lapiro de Mbanga was one of 
Biya’s critics from the beginning of Biya’s reign in the 1980s. Interviews between de Mbanga and 
Peter Wuteh Vakunta and Daniel Brown showed us how engaged Lapiro was. The connection 
between de Mbanga and the oppositional parties was proof that he was not merely a musician, but a 
true political activist.  
Biya started to ruin Cameroon’s economy by following Ahmadou Ahidjo’s economic 
strategies. Ahidjo had cooperated with French colonisers during French rule. He became Cameroon’s 
first independent president, however, France was still closely tied to Cameroon’s politics and 
economy. Paul Biya followed up Ahidjo’s work and thus worked within the paradigm of the French 
colonisers and therefore France did not help the oppositional parties to get rid of Biya. Biya 
published a book on all his economic aspirations in 1986 which was printed in Paris.110 France was 
still involved in Cameroon’s politics. The ineffectiveness of France and the West to participate in 
controlling fair elections or pledging for an honest outcome can be interpreted as neo colonialism, 
because France remains influential when Paul Biya stays in charge. This French influence explains 
why Cameroon does not have an effective movement like ‘Y-en-a-marre’. Abdoulaye Wade, Senegal’s 
president who lost the 2012 elections through protests led by ‘Y-en-a-marre’, was less tied to former 
colonial powers than Biya, because Wade started his reign in 2000, 40 years after independence. 
Another argument for why Cameroon does not have an effective urban movement led by musicians 
is that Cameroon’s opposition did not prove to be strong enough to actually make a difference on a 
political level. It seems as if the opposition has merely been a bystander.  
                                                             
110 P. Biya, Pour Le Liberalisme Communautaire (Paris 1986) 9-11. 
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The 1980s were an important decade for the development of hip hop and hip hop’s activist 
and emancipating character made it a very attractive music genre to oppressed Africans. Rappers in 
Senegal and Burkina Faso used this genre to mobilise people to protest against their corrupt regimes. 
They were very successful in doing so. Cameroon has not yet found a movement which could make a 
difference. The ineffectiveness of the opposition made it very difficult for engaged artists to mobilise 
thousands of people into protest which could lead to Paul Biya’s resignation, especially since the 
opposition will have to organise elections if Paul Biya would resign. I believe that Joseph Takougang 
proved that the opposition was weak, but Lapiro said something important about the opposition in 
his interview with Peter Wuteh Vakunta. He said something that Takougang did not mention. The 
opposition was comprised of old CPDM officials. They were in favour of Paul Biya. Takougang and 
Lapiro de Mbanga’s ideas on the opposition thus explain why Cameroon’s opposition could not 
change the tide. Finally, the way that Cameroon’s government reacts on uprisings is very violent 
compared to Burkina Faso and Senegal’s case. The violent measures lead to fear and this fear needs 
to be overcome if Cameroon wants to bring forth change.  
 This fear influences the agency of engaged artists. We have seen that the political agency of 
engaged artists got less over time. Lapiro de Mbanga was close to being a politician. He was an 
important advisor, albeit to an incompetent opposition. Valsero was and still is very active on 
Facebook. He calls for change almost every day and adds songs to his posts in order to create 
anthems which as we have seen in Barber’s literature can be important during an uprising for various 
reasons. Xzafrane seemed a bit more passive outside the recording studio. He was only active during 
the 2018 elections but he had released a new song in that period as well. The younger generation 
seems to be less motivated to create change. Xzafrane was born in a country which was led by Paul 
Biya. It must seem very difficult to change something that has been the same your entire life. 
Secondly, Lapiro and Valsero did not change anything, Xzafrane might have had good reasons to 
focus more on his company than on posting activist messages on his Facebook wall, since until today, 
nothing has changed. These artists thus did become less engaging over time. Cameroonians have 
revolted for example in 2002, 2008 and 2012, but bullets and teargas stopped these looting and 
molesting Cameroonians. If a movement like ‘Y-en-a-marre’ were to develop in Cameroon, 
Cameroonians would also need a stronger opposition because the Cameroonian government has 
found corrupt ways to organise elections that are in favour of the ruling party. Cameroon’s 
government made it difficult for musicians to perform by not developing venues for concerts. The 
government censored the artists, but the development of internet and websites like Facebook and 
Myspace made censorship very difficult.  
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The internet changed the possibilities of Cameroonian engaged artist on at least two major 
fields. First, banning and censorship became less effective since new media like Facebook and 
Myspace gave artists and users the possibility to share songs, promote concerts and create a fan 
base. This made the government’s position weak. The digitalisation of the music industry created a 
new game with rules in favour of engaged musicians. Lapiro de Mbanga did not enjoy the internet’s 
advantages but his musical career was not in need of internet to promote his music or create a 
fanbase. He was Cameroon’s most famous engaged artist. Secondly, political agency was possible 
through a computer with internet connection. Facebook posts were just as engaging as handing out 
political pamphlets. Internet could not free musicians that were arrested and imprisoned. Free Muse 
tried its best to free Lapiro when he was imprisoned, however, it did not lead to any results. It did 
make Lapiro an internationally known artist. The internet can’t avoid imprisonment, but it did give 
engaged artists a way to promote themselves. They could make a living out of music while being 
censored by the government. Perhaps if Xzafrane had put more time and effort on his engaged 
character outside the studio, he did not have to run a video clip and artist management company. 
Being a true engaged artist is a full-time job.  
Engagement is something that can be found in hip hop’s DNA. It started as the voice of the 
oppressed in the United States with DJ Kool Herc who spoke about everyday problems in The Bronx. 
During the 1990s and early 2000s hip hop changed and rappers started to rap about their wealth or 
former gang wars. Valsero believes that this is part of engagement. I believe that this is true because 
the artists portray their reality which unfortunately was comprised of violence and narcotics. Rapping 
about money and fast cars might sound bragging to white western ears, nonetheless, these subjects 
show hope for African Americans who are still living segregated in American ghettos. If 50 Cent, a 
rapper who grew up in a New York ghetto in the 1980s, can become a millionaire, then others from 
that ghetto have more hope for a stable future. This activist genre was appealing to oppressed 
Cameroonians to express their disbelief, however, engaged artists do not brag about money. Their 
lyrics are very political. The genre was used because it was in fact an African product and it became 
popular in Africa as well. Xzafrane raps on trap beats, nevertheless, he does not rap about trap 
subjects like drugs production, he uses the style of music because it is modern and popular amongst 
younger generations. Franck Olama listened to American trap on his smartphone and he had no idea 
what these rappers were discussing. Hip hop had started as a very plain genre with merely a 
drumbeat and a MC rapping on the drumbeat. This drumming character was also popular in old 
African music. The power of hip hop is not be underestimated, it emancipated African Americans and 
gave a voice to oppressed Africans.  
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 The relationship between Cameroonian engaged artists and the state changed in the period 
2000-2017. Reasons for this change lie within internet, which made it very difficult for the 
government to control music. Musicians became less dependent on CD sales and the radio, since 
when connected to the internet, one can simply listen to anything one likes. The development of hip 
hop as a popular music genre was a negative development for the government, because this genre 
possessed an engaging character before it had arrived in Cameroon. More proof of a changed 
relationship between the Cameroonian State and engaged artists is to be found in Valsero and 
Xzafrane’s lyrics which have become more nuanced. Valsero wrote a letter to the President and 
made a song of this letter which turned out to be his most popular single “Lettre au President”. 
Xzafrane emphasised that he does not blame the President for Cameroon’s situation. He believes 
that the Cameroonian citizens are also very responsible for the economic problems. Lapiro de 
Mbanga was less precautious and directly blamed Paul Biya for Cameroon’s problems in “Na You”. 
Karin Barber’s literature explained that protest has been accompanied by song in the early 1920s. 
Patrick Chabal’s theory on agency gave us a very useful paradigm to assess the actors. By focussing 
on agency, clear distinction between Lapiro, Valsero, and Xzafrane was drawn. 
 A very interesting matter which needs further analysis is that agency seems to be less 
powerful within true dictatorships. It became very clear that Cameroon is a true dictatorship with 
violence against protesters, no freedom of speech and a ruler which still remains in office after 36 
years. Burkina Faso and Senegal proved that bottom-up change is possible, but it seems to depend a 
lot on the structure, or in this case, on the political climate decided by the government. A thorough 
inquiry through a comparative study with three types of dictatorships will tell us more about political 
agency inside dictatorships.  
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Soundcloud 
 
Song recorded with Xzafrane and Valsero  https://soundcloud.com/cyruskush/valsero-xzafrane-
freestyle  
 
Song recorded with Xzafrane https://soundcloud.com/cyruskush/xzafrane-freestyle-yaounde  
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